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      The storm hits Harbor Point like a fist. Elise stands at the office window, watching sheets of rain turn Main Street into a river, while lightning cracks the sky open. Her recorder sits ready in her pocket, her notebook tucked safely in a waterproof bag. Stories hide in disasters. She's learned this over ten years of reporting—truth reveals itself when chaos strips away pretense.

      The Harbor Point News office hums with tension. Phones ring. Keyboards click. The police scanner spits static and urgent voices.

      "Elise!" Dan, her editor, waves her over. His balding head shines under the fluorescent lights, his eyes bloodshot from staring at storm coverage. "I need you down at the waterfront. Reports coming in about boats breaking free, damage to the pier."

      "On it." She grabs her raincoat from the back of her chair. The fabric feels thin against the threat outside. "Any word on injuries?"

      "Nothing confirmed. Fire department's responding to at least three emergencies. Coast Guard's pulled back—conditions too dangerous." He glances up from his computer. "Be careful out there."

      Elise nods. "Always am."

      The lie sits comfortable between them. They both know her reputation for pushing limits, for following stories into places others avoid. It's why she has the best sources in Harbor Point—and why Dan keeps a bottle of antacids in his desk drawer.

      The newsroom door fights her as she pushes against the wind. Rain immediately soaks her face, her carefully applied makeup now useless. Her car sits in the small lot, looking fragile against the elements.

      Driving demands all her concentration. Windshield wipers struggle against the deluge, creating brief moments of visibility before the world blurs again. The streets have transformed—familiar landscapes now alien and threatening. A large branch crashes across the road ahead. She swerves, tires skidding on slick pavement.

      "Steady," she whispers to herself. Or maybe it's a prayer. The line often blurs for her.

      The waterfront appears through the gray curtain of rain. Even from a distance, she sees the chaos. Waves crash over the seawall, foaming water spilling onto the normally peaceful boardwalk. The protective harbor, usually a sanctuary for vessels, now churns like an angry god.

      Elise parks as close as barricades allow. Wind punches her as she steps out, nearly knocking her back. She hunches forward, fighting for every step. Her press pass flaps wildly from the lanyard around her neck.

      Emergency lights pulse red and blue against the storm's gloom. Firefighters and police officers shout over the wind's howl. One of the smaller fishing boats has broken free from its moorings, smashing against the pier with each wave.

      A coast guard officer—his orange slicker a bright spot in the gray landscape—directs two colleagues. Elise approaches, recorder already in hand.

      "Excuse me! Elise Marlowe, Harbor Point News. Can you tell me about the situation?"

      The officer's face is stern but exhausted. "We've evacuated all vessels we could. Two commercial fishing boats reported trouble offshore but made it to safety north of here. We've got at least six vessels damaged or sunk at their moorings."

      "Any casualties?" Rain pelts her notebook as she writes.

      "None reported, but we'll be doing welfare checks once this passes." He squints against a fresh gust. "You should get to higher ground. Storm surge could top the seawall in the next hour."

      She nods but doesn't move. "Is this the worst you've seen?"

      "Twenty years on these waters. This ranks top three." His radio crackles. He turns away, conversation over.

      Elise continues along the waterfront, documenting the destruction. A decorative lamppost lies across the boardwalk. The bait shop's windows are boarded, but wind has torn away half the protection. The Harbor Point Lighthouse, standing sentinel on the rocky point, disappears and reappears through sheets of rain.

      Near the commercial fishing docks, activity catches her eye. Despite the dangerous conditions, men work frantically to secure a mid-sized vessel. Their movements seem urgent, desperate. Not standard storm procedures.

      She approaches, careful to keep her distance while maintaining a view of their work. One man—tall, with shoulders like a bull—notices her watching. His face transforms from concern to something darker. He says something to the others, then breaks away, heading straight for her.

      Elise stands her ground. Ten years reporting in Harbor Point has taught her when to retreat and when to hold firm.

      "Press isn't needed here." His voice cuts through the storm noise, deep and threatening. Up close, his face shows weathered lines and a scar along his jaw. His eyes dart to her press badge, then back to her face.

      "Just documenting the storm damage," she replies, keeping her tone professional. "Harbor Point News."

      "Nothing to document. Move on." Water streams from his saturated cap down his face.

      "Is that your vessel?" She gestures toward the boat they're securing.

      His expression hardens. "I said move on."

      Before she can respond, a massive crack splits the air. They both turn to see a section of the pier giving way, wooden planks tearing free.

      "Get back!" he shouts, suddenly grabbing her arm and pulling her away from the edge.

      The force of his grip surprises her, but not as much as what she glimpses on the boat as they move—tarp-covered shapes that don't match typical fishing equipment, and what looks like a reinforced storage hold being hastily secured.

      A police officer approaches, waving them further back. "This whole area's being evacuated! Now!"

      The man releases her arm and disappears back toward the boat without another word.

      The wind changes direction, driving the rain horizontally. Elise seeks shelter beneath a shop's awning, though it offers minimal protection. Her clothes cling to her skin, cold and heavy. She pulls out her phone—miraculously still dry in its waterproof case—and takes photos of the damaged pier, the struggling boats, and the suspicious vessel now hurriedly departing despite the treacherous conditions.

      Elise feels a chill that has nothing to do with her wet clothes. Something doesn't fit. Experienced fishermen don't take unnecessary risks with their boats—their livelihood—during storms like this. Unless what's on that boat matters more than safety.

      She closes her eyes briefly, centering herself. "Lord, guide my steps," she whispers, a habit from childhood that journalism school never trained out of her.

      The prayer calms her racing thoughts. She needs to get back, file her storm story, but make notes about what she's seen. There's more here. She feels it with the same instinct that's led her to every significant story she's covered.

      As she makes her way back to her car, something in the churning water catches her eye. At first, it looks like debris—wood, perhaps, from damaged boats or piers. But the shape is wrong. Too uniform. Too..human.

      The object disappears beneath a wave before she can be certain. Another flash of lightning illuminates the harbor, but whatever she saw is gone, swallowed by the angry sea.

      Elise shivers, hurrying to her car. The storm has brought something to Harbor Point. Something that someone wanted to keep hidden.
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      Morning breaks over Harbor Point with deceptive gentleness. The storm has passed, leaving behind a sky scrubbed clean, air fresh with salt and pine. Elise drives slowly along the coastal road, surveying the damage. Fallen trees. Power lines draped across yards like discarded jewelry. The ocean, so violent yesterday, now gleams innocent blue. Nature's most effective gaslighting.

      Her article on the storm damage made the front page of today's edition. Printed copies sit on the passenger seat beside her, the headline stark against the white paper:

      
        
        HARBOR POINT BATTERED: STORM LEAVES DESTRUCTION IN WAKE.

      

      

      The sidebar mentions the unusual departure of fishing vessels during dangerous conditions, but she couldn't substantiate her suspicions enough to make it a focus.

      Cleanup crews work along the streets. Residents drag broken branches to curbs. A man stands on his roof, assessing damaged shingles. The rhythm of recovery already establishing itself.

      Elise rounds the curve toward the public beach, planning to photograph the reshaped shoreline. Her editor will want follow-up pieces for days to come. The community needs to⁠—

      Police cruisers block the beach access parking lot. Blue and red lights flash silently. Yellow tape stretches between makeshift posts. Three patrol cars, an ambulance, the medical examiner's van.

      Her pulse quickens. She pulls over, grabbing her press pass and camera. Not storm damage. Something else.

      The soft sand gives beneath her shoes as she approaches the barricade. Officer Mendez stands guard, his usually friendly face grim. Beyond him, a cluster of officials hunched over something at the tide line.

      "Morning, Officer Mendez. What's happening?"

      He shifts his weight. "Sorry, Elise. Beach is closed."

      "I can see that." She nods toward the scene beyond him. "But as the local paper, we need to report what's going on."

      "Chief's orders. No press yet."

      A gust of wind carries voices from the group on the beach. Someone calls for a body bag. Elise's stomach tightens.

      "Is that a drowning victim?" She keeps her voice level, professional.

      Mendez hesitates. "You didn't hear it from me, but yes. Washed up with the morning tide."

      "The storm?"

      Before he can answer, two more officers crest a dune further down the beach, waving urgently to the main group. The medical examiner straightens, then hurries in their direction. Something in his posture signals that this isn't routine.

      "Excuse me." Mendez steps away to respond to his radio.

      Elise uses the moment to duck under the tape, moving quickly across the sand. She's twenty yards closer before Mendez notices.

      "Elise! You can't⁠—"

      "I'll stay back," she calls, continuing forward. "Just need to understand what we're dealing with."

      The beach narrows here, rocky outcroppings framing a small cove where debris naturally collects after storms. The first body lies covered with a tarp, only feet visible. Male, from the size. Work boots still laced tight.

      Chief Daniels turns as she approaches. His weathered face hardens. "Marlowe. This is a restricted area."

      "People will need information, Chief." She keeps a respectful distance from the body. "Better to have accurate reporting than rumors."

      He studies her for a beat. Eight years covering Harbor Point have built a grudging respect between them. "No photographs of the deceased. That clear?"

      She nods. "What happened?"

      "Fishing vessel likely went down in the storm." He gestures toward the second group down the beach. "We've got another body there. Coast Guard's checking for missing boats."

      The medical examiner kneels beside the tarp, making notes. Dr. Walsh has served as Harbor Point's coroner for decades, his silver hair and wire-rimmed glasses as much a fixture as the lighthouse.

      "Doctor," Elise acknowledges him. "Drowning victims?"

      Dr. Walsh glances up, recognition flickering in his eyes. "Ms. Marlowe." He stands, joints protesting audibly. "Cause of death is pending formal examination."

      Something in his careful phrasing flags her attention. "But preliminary observations?"

      He looks to the chief, who gives a slight nod.

      "The deceased shows signs inconsistent with simple drowning." His voice lowers. "Ligature marks on the wrists. Possible contusions that predate immersion."

      The chief clears his throat. "Dr. Walsh, maybe save the details for the report."

      A shout comes from over the dune. "Chief! We've got a third one!"

      Elise's chest tightens. Three bodies. Not an accident. The chief hurries toward the call, leaving her momentarily alone with Dr. Walsh.

      "Doctor, what aren't you saying?"

      He removes his glasses, cleaning them with a handkerchief. A delaying tactic she recognizes from previous interviews. "The hands were bound. Cut free later, but the marks remain. And there's evidence of prolonged malnutrition."

      "This wasn't a fishing accident."

      "No." He replaces his glasses. "And judging by the condition of the body, this man was dead before the storm hit. The water merely delivered him to us."

      A uniformed officer approaches. "Dr. Walsh, we need you at the north end. Body count is up to four now."

      Four bodies. Elise's mind races, making connections to the suspicious boat activity she'd witnessed during the storm. She follows at a distance as officials move down the beach, marking a trail of grim discoveries.

      The fourth body lies half-buried in seaweed and sand. A young woman, her face peaceful despite the circumstances, as though she's merely sleeping on the beach. Dark hair frames delicate features. Foreign, perhaps Eastern European. No more than twenty years old.

      Elise feels the weight of the woman's lost story. Who was she? How did she end up here? The questions form automatically—the reporter's instinct to seek narrative in tragedy.

      Dr. Walsh kneels beside this new victim, his examination brief but thorough. When he stands, his face has aged ten years.

      "Human trafficking." He says it quietly, meant only for the chief, but Elise catches the words. "The markings are consistent. Long-term confinement. Possible sexual exploitation. I've seen it before in my work with international relief organizations."

      The chief runs a hand over his face. "You're sure?"

      "I'll confirm in the lab, but yes." He gestures to all four bodies, now being photographed by crime scene technicians. "These people were cargo, Chief. Not crew."

      Elise steps back, processing the implications. Trafficking. In Harbor Point. Her town, with its picture-perfect lighthouse and church on the hill. The pristine beaches where tourists flock each summer. Hiding something this dark.

      The fifth body appears near the marina, a male with similar restraint marks. By midday, the count reaches seven. The beach becomes a grid of numbered markers and evidence flags.

      "Ms. Marlowe." The chief approaches where she stands, documenting the scene from the permitted distance. "We're preparing a statement."

      "I'll need more than a statement, Chief." She tucks her notebook away. "Seven bodies. Evidence of trafficking. This isn't something to bury in bureaucratic language."

      His jaw tightens. "We have no confirmation on the trafficking angle. Official cause of death is pending investigation."

      "But Dr. Walsh said⁠—"

      "Dr. Walsh will provide his findings through proper channels." The chief lowers his voice. "This is bigger than a local news story, Elise. We've contacted state authorities and FBI."

      "The people of Harbor Point deserve to know what's happening in their community."

      "And they will. But irresponsible reporting could compromise the investigation." He looks genuinely concerned, not just obstructive. "Give us forty-eight hours before you go to print with the details. Report the recovery of the bodies, but hold the rest."

      Elise weighs her options. Push now and lose access later, or cooperate and maintain her place in the information loop. "Twenty-four hours. And I want the first interview when you have suspects."

      He agrees with a terse nod. "One more thing. These victims? They're not the first. Just the first to wash up where people could find them."

      The admission chills her. "How long has this been happening?"

      "That's what we need to find out." He walks away, shoulders heavy with new burden.

      Elise turns back to the ocean, its surface now sparkling under the midday sun. Below that beauty lies an abyss where secrets hide. She remembers the suspicious boat from yesterday, the men working frantically during the storm. Connected? Her instincts scream yes.

      A evidence technician photographs something near the water—a small medallion half-buried in the sand. St. Christopher, patron saint of travelers. The irony twists in Elise's stomach.

      The breeze carries the scent of salt and death. She closes her eyes briefly. Seven people. Seven stories ended. And beneath those stories, a larger narrative of exploitation and evil operating in the shadows of her beloved Harbor Point.

      The responsibility settles on her shoulders—not just to report facts, but to uncover truth. To give voice to those who now lie silent on the beach. Her hands feel cold despite the warming day, but in her chest burns a familiar heat, the fire of righteous purpose that has guided her career.

      These victims deserve justice. Their stories deserve telling. Whatever danger that might bring, she'll face it.

      "I see them," she whispers, a promise to the dead and to herself. "I won't look away."
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      The docks smell of fish guts and diesel. Two days after the storm, Harbor Point's fishing fleet tends to wounds—men repairing nets, patching hulls, replacing lost traps. Elise weaves between stacks of crates, notebook in hand. No one meets her eyes. Word travels faster than headlines in a town like this. They know why she's here. They know what washed up on their shores. And not one of them wants to talk about it.

      Her article yesterday reported the basic facts: seven bodies recovered after the storm, investigation ongoing. She honored her agreement with Chief Daniels, withholding details about restraint marks and suspected trafficking. But twenty-four hours have passed. Tomorrow's edition won't be so restrained.

      "Excuse me." She approaches a weathered man mending nets. "Elise Marlowe, Harbor Point News. I'm hoping to ask about the night of the storm."

      His hands never pause their rhythmic work. "Got nothing to say."

      "Were you out on the water that night?"

      "No boats with sense were out in that blow." He doesn't look up.

      "Some were," she counters. "I saw a vessel leaving the harbor during the worst of it."

      His fingers freeze momentarily. "Then whoever piloted her is either a fool or desperate. Now if you'll excuse me."

      He turns away. End of conversation.

      This pattern repeats five more times. Empty responses. Averted gazes. One man simply walks away mid-question. Their silence speaks volumes—not just reluctance, but fear.

      At the far end of the commercial pier, a solitary figure works
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