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“Tell me this belongs on someone else’s desk.”

The satellite phone felt cold against Cole Walker’s ear. He stood on the warped pine deck of a rented fishing cabin and watched Mobile Bay tear itself apart. Dawn remained an hour away. The sky mirrored the hue of an old bruise, a sprawling mass of deep purples and charcoal grays pressing down on the churning water. Wind drove whitecaps into the wooden pilings with the sound of a sledgehammer striking wet concrete. Out past the breakwater, a lone shrimp boat fought the tide. The diesel engine screamed over the wind as the captain angled the rusted bow into the swells, fighting for the safety of the harbor. Every weather broadcast for two days told the coast to pack their cars and drive north. The hurricane no longer waited in the deep Gulf. It battered the shoreline right now.

“I have a deep desire to tell you that,” Tom Harlan said through the static. “But we both know I would be lying.”

Walker leaned against the doorframe and took a sip from a ceramic mug. The coffee tasted like copper and burned grounds. “Good morning to you too, Tom.”

Harlan ignored the greeting. Retired CIA, former station chief, and a man who treated pleasantries like a disease. The two men knew each other well enough to skip the small talk.

“You watching the weather?” Harlan asked.

Walker looked at the darkening sky, feeling the mist coat his face. “No. I assumed the eighty-mile-per-hour wind gusts blowing the shingles off my roof were seasonal.”

Harlan muttered a curse under his breath. A sign of affection, or perhaps indigestion. Harlan subsisted on cheap cigars and diner food.

“Helena makes landfall in twelve hours,” Harlan said.

“I know.”

“The airports are shutting down.”

“I know.”

“Interstate Ten looks like a parking lot all the way to Baton Rouge.”

“I know.”

“Excellent.”

Walker closed his eyes. Harlan used that word to precede trouble. Big, expensive, life-threatening trouble.

“I need you in New Orleans,” Harlan said.

“There it is.”

The cabin creaked. Another gust of wind slammed into the structure, rattling the hurricane shutters Walker had bolted over the windows the night before. Out over the water, a flock of pelicans flew low, skimming the violent chop. Animals sensed the pressure drop hours before the meteorologists updated their models. The birds wanted no part of this day. Smart birds.

Walker stepped back inside the cabin and shoved the sliding glass door shut. The roar of the storm became a muffled hum. “What happened?”

Harlan went quiet. The silence stretched over the satellite connection. Men like Harlan filled the dead air only when forced. He weighed his words, measuring the risk of the information.

“Richard Kane called me on a secure line two hours ago,” Harlan said.

Walker set his coffee mug on the Formica counter. He walked into the small bedroom and pulled a canvas duffel bag from the closet. He tossed it onto the unmade mattress. The name carried weight. Washington weight. Kane chaired the intelligence committee. He commanded favors from generals and billionaires.

“What does a United States Senator want with a retired spook?” Walker asked.

“He needs help.”

“People like Kane want money or votes. They buy help.”

“His daughter disappeared.”

Walker unzipped the duffel bag. He walked to the dresser, pulled open the top drawer, and grabbed three pairs of heavy wool socks. “How old?”

“Twenty-two.”

“Runaway?”

“No.”

The answer arrived sharp and absolute. No hesitation.

“How do you know?” Walker asked. He tossed the socks into the bag and grabbed a stack of dark t-shirts.

“Because she called him. Six hours ago.”

Walker stopped moving. He stared at the blank wall above the dresser. He knew the sound of a desperate phone call. Parents recognized it in the pitch of a child’s voice.

“What did she say to him?”

The line hummed with static for a long moment. Harlan took a drag from a cigarette, the faint crackle of burning paper echoing through the earpiece.

“‘Dad, they found me.’”

The words hung in the air. Simple. Bad. Walker walked back to the kitchen and stared at the muted television mounted in the corner. The screen showed the red and yellow swirl of Hurricane Helena covering the entire Gulf Coast. The eye of the storm looked massive, a gaping black hole ready to swallow Louisiana whole.

“What happened next?” Walker asked.

“The line went dead.”

“Location?”

“New Orleans. The French Quarter.”

Walker shook his head. The universe had a perverse sense of humor. A Category 4 hurricane aimed its fury at the exact center of the city, and someone vanished in the shadow of the storm. The timing stank of planning.

“Police?” Walker asked.

Harlan let out a short, humorless bark. “The city ordered a mandatory evacuation. The mayor put contraflow in effect on the highways. The cops are busy pulling stranded tourists out of flooded intersections and boarding up their own precinct windows. Emergency services have bigger problems than one missing rich girl.”

“What about the feds? The Bureau has an office there.”

“They are working it.”

Walker understood the translation. The Bureau had hit a wall. Harlan knew Walker understood. Neither man wasted breath explaining the obvious.

“What makes this my headache?” Walker asked. He walked back to the bedroom and pulled a locked metal lockbox from beneath the bed.

Harlan let out a long exhale of smoke. Hesitation from Harlan signaled unpleasant details waiting in the wings.

“Emily Kane has a security clearance,” Harlan said.

Walker punched a four-digit code into the lockbox keypad. The lid popped open. “What level?”

“High enough to cause panic in the District.”

Not an answer, but a confirmation. Walker reached into the box and pulled out a Sig Sauer P226. He checked the chamber. Empty. He reached for a spare magazine.

“What are you hiding from me, Tom?”

“You always ask that question.”

“Because you always hold back the cards until the river.”

“Fair,” Harlan said. “Three weeks ago, Emily accessed a secure server. She opened files she had zero authorization to view.”

Walker slid the magazine into the grip and smacked it home with the heel of his hand. The metallic clack echoed in the small room. The missing daughter provided the headline. The files provided the motive.

“What files?”

“We have no idea.”

“That fills me with confidence.”

“We know someone erased the access logs an hour after she logged off.”

Walker paused. People erased server records for one reason. To hide a trail of breadcrumbs leading to a fire.

“Who wiped the logs?” Walker asked.

“We have no idea.”

“You say that with alarming frequency today.”

Harlan ignored the jab. “Forty-eight hours after she opened those files, Emily disappeared from her apartment in Georgetown.”

“Voluntary departure?”

“We assume she left on her own. She emptied her bank accounts. She packed a single bag. She left her laptop and her phone on the kitchen counter.”

Walker walked to the window. He peered through the slats of the hurricane shutters. The rain arrived in horizontal sheets, washing out the horizon. Gray water and blowing mist consumed the world outside. This felt massive. A senator’s daughter grabbing classified intelligence and going on the run.

“How long has she been in Louisiana?” Walker asked.

“About ten days.”

A long time to stay in one place. A long time to hide in a city full of cameras and tourists. A long time to dig into a secret, and a long time to attract the wrong kind of attention.

“Who tracked her down?”

“That represents the core question I want you to answer.”

Of course it did. Walker grabbed a dark canvas jacket from the back of a chair and shoved it into the duffel. Trouble never bothered to schedule an appointment. It kicked in the door and demanded breakfast.

“Can you get there?” Harlan asked.

Walker looked at the weather map on the television. He looked at his boots. He looked at the Sig Sauer resting on the mattress.

“I can get there,” Walker said.

“Good.”

“I did not say I would take the job.”

“You are going.”

Walker rubbed the back of his neck. Harlan possessed a terrifying amount of certainty. The old man earned that confidence over decades of sending men into awful places.

“Give me the rest of it,” Walker said.

Harlan knew the question before Walker asked it. “Because if a terrified girl with state secrets in her head tells her father she has been compromised, and then she drops off the map hours before a natural disaster hits the coast…”

Harlan let the sentence fade into the static. He had no need to finish the thought. Walker already connected the dots. A storm like Helena provided the ultimate cover. It washed away footprints. It drowned evidence. It scattered witnesses across five states. A hurricane became a prime accomplice for a professional cleanup crew.

“You have a flight leaving Mobile Regional in ninety minutes,” Harlan said. “A private charter. The pilot owes me a favor. He will fly you into Lakefront Airport before the crosswinds get too bad.”

Walker checked his watch. “That gives me a narrow window.”

“You will manage.”

“Probably.”

Harlan let out a dry chuckle. The sound held a note of relief. The decision stood made. No more debate.

“One more item,” Harlan said.

Walker groaned. “Lay it on me.”

“The girl is not the only person missing from the board.”

Walker stopped zipping the canvas bag. “Explain.”

“Two Secret Service agents disappeared yesterday afternoon.”

The walls of the fishing cabin felt much closer. The howl of the wind outside took on a darker tone. Walker gripped the phone tight.

“What were they doing in New Orleans?”

“Hunting for Emily. Operating off the books for Senator Kane.”

Walker pictured two men in dark suits, walking the humid streets of the French Quarter, flashing badges and asking questions.

“And?” Walker prompted.

Harlan lowered his voice to a rasp. “They stopped answering their encrypted radios at four o’clock yesterday. Their GPS trackers went dark ten minutes later.”

Walker stared out at the storm. Rain lashed the glass behind the shutters. The bay vanished behind a wall of water. Somewhere beyond that darkness, New Orleans prepared for the worst day of its life. A drowning city. Now someone had tossed kidnapping and missing federal agents into the blender.

“When does the charter leave?” Walker asked.

“Seventy minutes.”

“I hate you, Tom.”

“I know.”

The connection severed. Walker tossed the satellite phone onto the mattress. He grabbed a pair of waterproof boots and pulled them on, lacing them tight. Outside, thunder rolled across the Gulf of Mexico, vibrating the floorboards of the cabin. The storm had arrived. And for reasons nobody understood yet, a crew operating inside the evacuation zone planned to use the chaos to put people in the ground.

Walker hoisted the heavy canvas bag over his shoulder. He grabbed his keys from the kitchen counter and walked out the front door, stepping into the teeth of the hurricane.
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The twin-engine Cessna dropped through a rupture in the cloud cover and slammed into a wall of solid air. The fuselage shuddered. Rivets groaned in the cabin walls. Up in the cockpit, the pilot fought the yoke with white-knuckled grips, his jaw locked tight as he wrestled the aircraft through the turbulent descent.

Cole Walker sat in the rear passenger seat, ignoring the stomach-churning drops. He kept his attention focused on the manila folder resting on his lap. A small overhead reading lamp cast a yellow circle over the glossy photographs and printed background checks.

Emily Kane stared back at him from an eight-by-ten print. She stood on a wooden dock with her hair pulled back into a messy ponytail. She wore a faded canvas jacket and had a sunburn across the bridge of her nose. The camera caught her mid-laugh. A genuine, unpracticed expression. She looked like a woman who preferred the smell of saltwater to the air-conditioned corridors of her father’s political fundraisers.

Walker flipped to the next page. Financial records. Academic transcripts. Georgetown University, master’s program in political science. Top of her class. No arrests. No history of substance abuse. No unhinged social media rants. She had a clean, uncomplicated life right up until the moment she decided to vanish.

The pattern of her disappearance told a story. She did not run away in a panic. She went to ground. Ten days ago, she arrived in the French Quarter and checked into a boutique hotel on Royal Street using a prepaid debit card and an assumed name. Three days later, she moved to a cheaper room above a dive bar on Decatur. Two days after that, another move. She kept her footprint small, dealing in cash, avoiding major intersections with traffic cameras.

People hiding from an abusive ex or a stalker moved with erratic desperation. Emily moved with purpose. She hunted something, or she knew the people hunting her had professional training.

The Cessna pitched sideways. The pilot cursed over the intercom, fighting the rudder pedals. Rain hammered the windshield, sounding like handfuls of gravel thrown against sheet metal.

“Lakefront Airport is dead ahead,” the pilot shouted over his shoulder. “I have crosswinds pushing forty knots. I drop you on the tarmac, and I take off again before this storm pins me to the ground.”

“Understood,” Walker said.

He gathered the papers, slid them back into the folder, and secured them inside his waterproof duffel bag.

The landing felt less like aviation and more like a controlled car crash. The tires shrieked against the wet concrete, skipping twice before the pilot reversed the thrusters. The plane fishtailed. Water sprayed in high arcs from the runway. The aircraft finally rolled to a halt near a line of abandoned hangars.

Walker unlatched the heavy cabin door and shoved it open. The wind hit him in the chest, driving rain deep into the fabric of his jacket. He grabbed his bag, stepped onto the flooded tarmac, and gave the pilot a thumbs-up. The pilot did not wave back. He already had his hands busy throttling the engines to get back into the sky.

The terminal building stood dark. Sandbags blocked the glass entrance doors. Plywood covered the ground-floor windows. Walker bypassed the main structure and hiked toward the perimeter fence, his boots splashing through ankle-deep puddles.

His phone vibrated in his jacket pocket. He pulled it out, shielding the screen from the driving rain with his palm.

“Welcome to the swamp,” Rachel said.

“Give me a status report.”

“The city is a parking lot. Every outbound lane on the interstate is jammed with cars, and the engines are overheating. The gas stations have bags over the pumps. You will find zero rideshares and zero taxis. You are walking.”

“I figured as much. Where are you?”

“Hotel Lafayette in the Quarter,” Rachel said. “I found a table in the back of the bar. Get here before the storm surge floods the lobby.”

Walker ended the call. He adjusted the strap of his duffel bag and leaned into the wind.

The trek into the city took two grueling hours. New Orleans smelled of raw sewage, diesel exhaust, and the sharp ozone tang of impending lightning. Walker bypassed the gridlocked traffic on Elysian Fields Avenue. Drivers leaned on their horns, their faces twisted with frustration behind rain-streaked windshields. The heat radiating from the idling engines made the humid air feel thick and breathable.

Walker kept a steady, driving pace. He watched the subtle shifts in the environment. Store owners hammered the final nails into plywood sheets. Stray dogs huddled under the concrete overhangs of closed liquor stores. The neon signs flickered and died as power grids began to fail in sections, plunging entire city blocks into a bruised, watery gloom.

He reached the Hotel Lafayette just as a massive crack of thunder rattled the cast-iron balconies above the street.

The lobby felt like a tomb. A lone desk clerk stood behind the mahogany counter, staring at a battery-powered television. Walker walked past the front desk and headed straight for the bar area.

Rachel sat at a corner table with her back pressed against the wood-paneled wall. She had an unlit candle on the table, a stack of file folders, and a glass of club soda sweating onto a cardboard coaster. She wore a dark blazer over a gray shirt, her hair cut sharp at the jawline. She projected an aura of absolute competence, a woman who treated chaos as a manageable spreadsheet.

Walker dropped his bag onto the empty chair and sat across from her.

“You look like a drowned rat,” Rachel said.

“The walk built character. What do we have?”

Rachel slid a printed sheet of paper across the table. “This is the final text message sent from Emily Kane’s phone. Sent to her father.”

Walker read the three words printed in black ink.

They found me.

“Sent at eleven-seventeen last night,” Rachel said. “Her phone dropped off the cellular network twelve minutes later. The service provider shows no ping to any tower since then. The battery died, or someone smashed the device.”

Walker traced a finger over the edge of the paper. “She used the word ‘they’. Plural. She knew a team tracked her. She did not express surprise.”

“A girl running from a solo stalker says ‘he found me’,” Rachel said. “She recognized the threat. She expected a group.”

A waitress in a wrinkled white shirt approached the table. She looked exhausted, her eyes darting toward the rain lashing against the front windows. “Kitchen is closed. Bar shuts down in ten minutes. The manager wants everyone up in their rooms or out on the street before the power goes.”

“We need nothing, thank you,” Rachel said.

The waitress nodded and hurried away.

Rachel leaned closer to the table, lowering her voice. She did not look at Walker. Instead, she kept her gaze fixed on the files in front of her.

“We have company,” Rachel said.

“Give me the details.”

“Man in a blue windbreaker. Baseball cap pulled low. He walked past this table three times in the last hour. He checks his phone, looks at the door, circles the room, and comes back. He is trying to blend in.”

Walker kept his body relaxed. He did not turn his head. He looked past Rachel’s shoulder, focusing his vision on the antique mirror mounted behind the liquor bottles on the bar. The silvered glass provided a distorted but useful view of the room.

The man stepped into the reflection. Mid-forties. Thick through the chest and shoulders. He wore a crisp, navy-blue windbreaker and a generic black baseball cap. He paused near the entryway, thumbing the screen of a smartphone.

“He screams tourist,” Walker said.

“Look at the feet,” Rachel said.

Walker shifted his focus. The man wore Italian leather loafers. Thin soles, zero tread, expensive stitching. The leather looked ruined, soaked through with dirty rainwater.

“Nobody wears five-hundred-dollar leather slip-ons to walk through a hurricane evacuation zone,” Rachel said. “He dressed to look like a civilian, but he grabbed his everyday footwear out of habit.”

“He holds his shoulders tight,” Walker said. “Military bearing. The windbreaker hides the bulge of a shoulder holster. He keeps his right hand free, never putting the phone in it.”

The man in the mirror put his phone in his left pocket. He gave the room one final sweep, his eyes lingering on Rachel and Walker for a fraction of a second, then pushed through the front doors and out into the storm.

“He clocked us,” Walker said.

“I prefer to ask questions before the trail washes away.”

Walker stood up, grabbing his duffel bag. “Let us take a walk.”

They pushed through the heavy wooden doors and stepped back into the deluge. The wind had intensified, howling down the narrow French Quarter streets and ripping down hanging flower baskets.

Walker spotted the man in the blue windbreaker half a block away. The man did not run, but he took long, driving strides. He reached the corner of Iberville Street and pulled open the passenger door of a black SUV parked next to a fire hydrant. The vehicle had dark tinted windows and mud caked over the license plate.

“A black SUV,” Rachel said, water streaming down her face. “They have zero imagination.”

The SUV pulled away from the curb, its tires hissing against the flooded asphalt. The driver kept the headlights off, letting the vehicle disappear into the gray curtain of the storm.

Walker watched the taillights fade. He committed the shape and stance of the man in the windbreaker to memory. The hunters had their own spotters walking the perimeter.

“You think they grabbed Emily?” Rachel asked.

Before Walker could formulate a response, a voice cut through the sound of the rain.

“You looking for the girl?”

Walker turned, his right hand sliding inside his canvas jacket, resting near the grip of the Sig Sauer.

A man stood in the deep shadow of an awning covering the entrance to a closed cigar shop. He wore a stained bartender’s apron over a black t-shirt. He had a heavy gut, thinning hair plastered to his skull with rain, and eyes that darted up and down the street like trapped birds. He rubbed his hands together, shifting his weight from foot to foot.

Rachel stepped closer, keeping a respectful distance. “You know something about a girl?”

The bartender swallowed hard. His Adam’s apple bobbed in his thick throat. He looked like a man debating the merits of running away versus the burden of a guilty conscience. The conscience won, but just barely.

“I saw her,” the bartender said.

Walker moved under the awning, out of the direct assault of the rain. He kept his hands visible, projecting calm. Frightened men needed space to breathe.

“What is your name?” Walker asked.

“Danny.”

“Danny what?”

“Danny is plenty.”

“Fair enough, Danny. I am Walker. This is Rachel. You want to go inside the hotel, get out of this weather?”

Danny shook his head, a violent, jerky motion. “No. Too many eyes in there. Too many people who might know people.”

Rachel leaned against the brick wall of the cigar shop. “People who know the men in the black SUV?”

Danny flinched at the mention of the vehicle. “You saw them.”

“We saw a man get in and drive away.”

Danny wiped a hand across his wet face. “I work down on Bourbon. A place called Magnolia Blues. A dive, mostly locals and college kids too drunk to care about the smell. Three nights ago, the girl came in.”

“Emily,” Walker said.

“I did not know her name then. I saw her picture on the news this morning when the senator started making noise.” Danny pointed a thick finger at Walker’s chest. “She looked terrified, man. She sat in a booth in the back, nursing a club soda for two hours. She kept
























OEBPS/dde68ec900061a723ec4048c0989ee03b7fec578_smallRaw.jpg















