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The coffee in Millbrook tasted better than it had any right to. Alex Rowe stood at the window of the second-floor break room, watching morning light catch the edges of parked cars in the municipal lot below. Clean lines. Orderly rows. Everything in its place.

She'd been here four months now, working property crimes for a department that measured its annual caseload in dozens rather than hundreds. Burglaries, mostly. The occasional vehicle theft. Last week, someone had stolen a riding mower from an unlocked shed, and the investigation had taken all of two days because the thief had tried to sell it at a pawn shop three towns over. The owner got his mower back. Everyone went home satisfied.

It was the kind of work that ended.

Alex took another sip of coffee—actually good coffee, from a machine the department had chipped in to buy themselves—and let herself feel the difference. No salt air here. No harbor smell creeping through every open window. Millbrook sat inland, surrounded by farmland and state forest, the kind of place where people still left their doors unlocked and complained about property taxes at town meetings.

She'd chosen it deliberately. Small enough to be manageable. Far enough from the coast to feel like a different world.

"Morning, Rowe."

Detective Carl Bannon shuffled past her toward the coffee maker, moving with the unhurried ease of someone who'd worked the same job for twenty years. He was fifty-something, soft around the middle, with reading glasses perpetually perched on top of his head. He'd been her partner here, though "partner" was a generous term for what amounted to splitting paperwork on cases that rarely required two investigators.

"Morning," Alex said.

"You seen the Henderson file yet?"

"On my desk."

"The kid's already confessed. Parents brought him in themselves." Bannon poured his coffee, added cream and two sugars. "Sixteen years old, breaks into the high school to steal laptops, leaves his student ID at the scene."

"Efficient."

"That's one word for it." Bannon leaned against the counter, blowing on his coffee. "We'll have it wrapped by lunch. You want to take lead on the interview?"

"Sure."

It was the kind of conversation they had most mornings. Brief. Functional. No weight to it. Bannon was a decent cop who'd found his level in a place where decent was enough. He didn't ask questions about where she'd come from or why someone with her clearance rate had taken a job in a town where the biggest crime of the year was usually someone's meth lab getting busted in a trailer park.

She appreciated that about him.

The break room had a television mounted in the corner, usually tuned to local news with the sound off. Alex glanced at it out of habit—another habit from another life, when staying current meant staying alive—and saw the usual morning segments. Weather. Traffic. A cooking demonstration.

Then the image changed.

The banner read BREAKING NEWS in red letters. Beneath it, shaky helicopter footage of dark water, debris floating on the surface, Coast Guard vessels cutting white lines through the chop. The crawl at the bottom of the screen said: YACHT EXPLOSION OFF CAPE VINCENT—MULTIPLE CASUALTIES REPORTED.

Alex's hand tightened on her coffee cup.

"Jesus," Bannon said, noticing the screen. "That's up near the cape. What is that, forty miles from here?"

"About that."

The footage cut to a reporter standing on a dock, wind whipping her hair across her face. Behind her, emergency vehicles lined the waterfront, their lights painting everything in alternating red and blue. The reporter's mouth moved silently. Alex reached for the remote on the counter and turned up the volume.

"—confirmed that the vessel, a sixty-foot yacht named the Persephone, exploded approximately two miles offshore around six-thirty this morning. Coast Guard and local emergency services responded immediately, but officials say the explosion was catastrophic. At least three people are confirmed dead, with two more missing. The yacht was registered to Marcus Leland, a prominent real estate developer from Breaker's Reach—"

Alex stopped hearing the rest.

Breaker's Reach.

Marcus Leland.

The coffee had gone cold in her hand. She set it on the counter carefully, aware of Bannon watching her.

"You know that place?" he asked.

"I worked there. Before."

"Breaker's Reach? That's the harbor town, right? Down on the coast?"

"Yeah."

The news cut to file footage of the yacht—pristine white hull, gleaming chrome, the kind of vessel that cost more than most people made in a lifetime. Then a photo of Marcus Leland himself: late fifties, silver hair, expensive suit, the smile of someone who'd never been told no. Alex recognized him immediately. Everyone in Breaker's Reach knew Leland. He owned half the waterfront, had his fingers in every development deal, every zoning decision. The kind of money that made people look the other way.

The kind of money that bought silence.

"Authorities are investigating the cause of the explosion," the reporter continued. "Early reports suggest a possible fuel leak, but officials stress it's too early to determine whether this was an accident or something more deliberate. Among the confirmed dead is Leland himself, along with—"

The screen showed another photo. A woman this time, younger, dark hair, professional headshot. The name below read: Margot Blackwell, ATTORNEY.

Alex felt something cold settle in her chest.

She knew that name too.

"You okay?" Bannon asked.

"Fine."

But she wasn't fine. Margot Blackwell had been a defense attorney in Breaker's Reach, the kind who represented clients with deep pockets and complicated problems. Alex had crossed paths with her twice during investigations, both times on cases that had gone nowhere. Blackwell was good at her job—too good. She knew exactly how to make evidence disappear, how to make witnesses reconsider their statements, how to turn a solid case into reasonable doubt.

And now she was dead on Marcus Leland's yacht.

The news moved on to the next story—something about a school board meeting—but Alex kept staring at the screen, her mind already working through the implications. A yacht explosion. Multiple casualties. Leland and Blackwell both dead. The Coast Guard investigating.

It could be an accident. Fuel leaks happened. Boats exploded.

But Alex had stopped believing in coincidences a long time ago.

"Rowe?"

She blinked, pulled herself back to the break room, to Bannon watching her with mild concern.

"Sorry. What?"

"I said the Henderson kid's coming in at nine. You still want to take lead?"

"Yeah. I'll be there."

Bannon nodded, picked up his coffee, and headed for the door. He paused at the threshold, glanced back at her. "That place you worked before. Breaker's Reach. You leave on good terms?"

"Good enough."

"But you don't want to go back."

It wasn't a question. Alex met his eyes, saw the understanding there. Bannon might be content in Millbrook, but he wasn't stupid. He'd been a cop long enough to recognize someone running from something.

"No," she said. "I don't."

He nodded again and left.

Alex turned back to the window. The parking lot looked the same as it had five minutes ago. Clean lines. Orderly rows. Everything in its place.

But something had shifted. She could feel it, the way you feel a storm coming before the first drops fall.

She pulled out her phone and opened the browser, typed in "Marcus Leland yacht explosion." The results loaded immediately—news sites, social media, and already dozens of articles. She scrolled through them, scanning for details.

Explosion occurred at approximately 6:30 AM.

Yacht was two miles offshore, heading north along the coast.

Three confirmed dead: Marcus Leland, Margot Blackwell, and an unidentified crew member.

Two still missing: Thomas Vega and Jennifer Hartwell.

Alex stopped scrolling.

Thomas Vega. She knew that name too. He'd been a city councilman in Breaker's Reach, one of Leland's allies on the zoning board. Young, ambitious, the kind of politician who smiled for cameras and made promises he never intended to keep.

And Jennifer Hartwell. Alex had to think for a moment before the memory surfaced. Hartwell had been a journalist, worked for the local paper. She'd written a series of articles about waterfront development, asking uncomfortable questions about permits and environmental impact. The series had stopped abruptly about six months ago. Alex had assumed Hartwell had moved on to another story.

Or been convinced to move on.

Five people on a yacht. All connected to Breaker's Reach. All of them connected to money and power and the kind of deals that happened behind closed doors.

And now three of them were dead, two missing.

Alex closed the browser and pocketed her phone. She picked up her coffee, realized it was cold, and dumped it in the sink. Through the window, she could see Bannon crossing the parking lot toward his car, probably heading out to grab breakfast before the Henderson interview.

She should be thinking about the Henderson case. Sixteen-year-old kid, stupid mistake, straightforward interview. The kind of work that ended.

But her mind was already back on the coast, back in Breaker's Reach, back in the place she'd spent four months trying to forget.

She'd left for a reason. The cases there had a way of eating you alive, of pulling you into currents you couldn't escape. She'd worked homicides, missing persons, cases that sprawled across months and left bodies in their wake. She'd made enemies. She'd learned things about the town that people with money and influence didn't want known.

And she'd left because staying meant drowning.

But now Marcus Leland was dead. Margot Blackwell was dead. Thomas Vega and Jennifer Hartwell were missing, probably dead too if the explosion had been as catastrophic as the news suggested.

Five people who'd all been part of the same ecosystem. The same web of money and power.

The same secrets.

Alex's phone buzzed. She pulled it out, expecting a text from Bannon about the interview time.

Instead, it was a number she didn't recognize. A 508 area code. Massachusetts coast.

Breaker's Reach.

She stared at the screen for a long moment, then opened the message.

You need to see this. —D

Below the text was a link to a file-sharing site.

Alex knew she shouldn't click it. She knew that opening that link meant opening a door she'd worked hard to close. She knew that whatever was on the other side would pull her back into the current.

She clicked it anyway.

The file downloaded quickly. A PDF, password protected. But the password was already filled in—another message from D, whoever D was. The file opened.

It was a passenger manifest. The Persephone, dated three days ago. Five names listed, along with departure and destination information.

But it was the handwritten note at the bottom that made Alex's breath catch.

They knew. All of them. This wasn't an accident. —D

She read it twice, then closed the file and deleted the message. Her hands were steady, but her pulse had kicked up, that old familiar feeling of a case opening up in front of her, showing its teeth.

Someone had sent her this. Someone who knew she'd worked in Breaker's Reach. Someone who knew she'd care.

Someone who wanted her to know this wasn't an accident.

Alex looked out the window again. The parking lot. The clean lines. The orderly rows.

Everything in its place.

Except it wasn't. Not anymore.

She checked the time. Eight-forty. Twenty minutes until the Henderson interview. She should go downstairs, review the file, prepare her questions. She should focus on the work in front of her, the work that ended, the work that let her sleep at night.

But she was already thinking about the drive to the coast. Two hours, maybe less if traffic was light. She was thinking about the harbor, the smell of salt air, the weight of the place settling back onto her shoulders.

She was thinking about who D might be, and what they knew, and why they'd reached out to her specifically.

She was thinking about Marcus Leland and Margot Blackwell and the others, about what they'd known, about what had gotten them killed.

Because it was murder. Alex was certain of that now, the way you're certain of things you can't yet prove. The explosion, the timing, the people involved—it all added up to something deliberate. Something planned.

Something that wouldn't stay buried.

Her phone buzzed again. Bannon this time.

Henderson's here early. Ready when you are.

Alex typed back: Be right down.

She pocketed her phone and headed for the door, but she paused at the threshold, looking back at the television. The news had moved on to sports scores. The yacht explosion was already old news, replaced by the next crisis, the next tragedy.

But it wasn't over. Alex could feel it in her bones, that old instinct that had kept her alive through worse cases than this.

The past wasn't finished with her.

And whether she wanted it or not, she was going back to Breaker's Reach.
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The interview room in Millbrook was cleaner than the one in Breaker's Reach had been. Better lighting, newer furniture, a window that actually opened. Small improvements that added up to a different kind of place.

David Henderson sat across from Alex with his hands folded on the table. Mid-forties, thinning hair, wire-rimmed glasses. He wore a cardigan over a button-down shirt. He looked like someone's high school math teacher, which he was.

Bannon sat beside Alex, notebook open, pen ready.

"Thank you for coming in, Mr. Henderson," Alex said. "We know this is difficult."

Henderson nodded. His hands were steady, but there was tension in his shoulders. "I want to help. Emily deserves that."

Emily Henderson had been missing for six days. Seventeen years old, honor student, no history of running away. Her car had been found in the parking lot of a state park twenty miles outside town. Keys in the ignition, phone on the passenger seat, purse untouched.

"When did you last see Emily?" Alex asked.

"Tuesday morning. Before school." Henderson's voice was even, controlled. "She had breakfast. Cereal and orange juice. She was worried about a calculus test."

"Did she seem upset about anything? Anxious?"

"Just the test." Henderson paused. "She's a perfectionist. Gets that from her mother."

"And her mother is...?"

"In Portland. We've been divorced three years. Emily lives with me during the school year."

Alex made a note. "Has Emily been in contact with her mother recently?"

"They talk every few days. Susan—my
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