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A NOTE ON THIS EDITION

This manuscript is an alternate telling of The Caribbean Island Chase, developed independently from the author's other version of the same story. Character names, plot mechanics, and the shape of Jack Riley's investigation differ in several respects from that edition. Both versions are considered part of the author's working catalogue.
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CHAPTER ONE
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THE UNINVITED GUEST

The shears made a clean sound. Snip. Snip. Jack Riley crouched in the side garden of his Coconut Grove condo, trimming the bougainvillea that had grown ragged against the stucco wall. Sweat gathered at the back of his neck. The air smelled of salt and cut stems and dark, loamy earth.

Two years retired. He still caught himself scanning exits.

He'd stopped trying to break the habit. At the coffee shop on Grand Avenue, he always took the seat facing the door. At his neighbor's Fourth of July party last summer, he'd clocked three possible perimeter breaches before accepting a hot dog. Twenty-two years in the FBI's Organized Crime and Counterterrorism divisions had rewired something fundamental, and no amount of gardening was going to rewire it back. He'd made his peace with that. Mostly.

He set the shears on the concrete lip of the garden bed and straightened, rolling the stiffness from his left shoulder — a souvenir from Karachi, 2011, a rooftop he shouldn't have been on. Through the glass doors behind him, his condo sat in afternoon light: modest, spare, deliberately so. No FBI commendations on the walls. No framed photographs of handshakes with directors. In their place: a photograph of the Andes at dawn, a small watercolor of the Marrakech souks he'd bought from a street vendor for forty dirhams. Things observed. Not conquered.

He'd left the Bureau on a Tuesday in March, two years ago. No party, no gold watch. Just a cardboard box, a handshake from his SAC, and the silence of a man who has spent his entire adult life in forward motion suddenly standing still. He'd driven to Miami the next morning because he'd always meant to, because his lease in D.C. was up, because he had no better answer when he asked himself where he wanted to go.

The first few months, he'd half expected the phone to ring with an emergency that required exactly his skill set and no one else's — the vanity every operative carried out of the job. The calls never came, and slowly their absence stopped feeling like an insult and started feeling like something closer to peace.

The garden had been his therapist's idea. He didn't like his therapist, but the garden had turned out to be something. Things either grew or they didn't, and when they didn't you could usually figure out why. Too much sun, not enough water, roots that had never taken hold. It was the first work he'd done in his adult life where failure came with an explanation you could act on.

He poured water from the jug he kept by the hose and stood drinking it, watching a gecko freeze on the wall, one ancient eye fixed on nothing. The sun was beginning its long slide toward the bay. He'd make something simple for dinner, read for a while, sleep without his phone on the nightstand.

He had made his peace with quiet. Most days.

Inside, the phone rang.

He looked at the screen before he answered. DAVID CHEN. For a moment he just stared at it, the way you stare at a word that has suddenly stopped making sense.

David never called in the afternoon. David called on Sunday mornings, always between nine and ten, with some story about a client or a job site or something his daughter had said that made him laugh until he couldn't breathe. That was the most reliable thing in Jack's life. Sunday mornings. David's voice. A friendship built over forty years, since two boys in the same fifth-grade class discovered they both preferred the back row.

It was Thursday. Four-seventeen p.m.

"David." Jack kept his voice even. "You, okay?"

What came back wasn't a voice. It was a sound — raw, wrecked, the kind that doesn't have a name. Jack went still. In twenty-two years, he had heard people break on the phone. Witnesses. Victims. Parents. He knew what it meant when a person's voice lost its architecture.

"Jack." David's voice was barely there. Just breath and the shape of his name. "Oh, Jack."

"Tell me." Not a question.

A long silence, fractured by uneven breathing. Then: "It's Sarah."

Jack closed his eyes.

Sarah. Dark eyes that were always halfway to amused, like she'd already heard the punchline. Clay under her fingernails no matter the occasion. She'd once argued with him for forty minutes about the ethics of undercover work and then handed him a glass of water when she was done and said, "You're still wrong, but I like you anyway." He hadn't had a good answer for her. He still didn't.

Fifteen years ago he'd watched David Chen fall apart over this woman at a gallery opening in Wynwood — stood beside him while David stared across a crowded room at a stranger turning a piece of clay over in her hands, studying it, and said quietly: "I'm going to marry her." Jack had assumed it was the occasion. Eighteen months later he'd been best man at the wedding, had given a toast he'd rewritten four times and still delivered clumsily, had watched Sarah laugh at his stumbling in a way made the clumsiness feel like the point.

"She's gone, Jack." The words came slowly, like David was forcing them through something solid. "I came home and she's just gone. The house — something happened in the house. I don't know where she is."

Jack sat down on the garden step. The gecko hadn't moved.

"Is she hurt? Have you called the hospitals?"

"First thing. All of them. Nothing. No one matching her description. No Jane Does, nothing." A ragged breath. "Her phone goes straight to voicemail. Her car is still in the driveway. Jack —" His voice buckled. He caught it. "The house. You need to see the house."

Jack was already moving toward the closet where his keys hung. "Start from the beginning. Take your time. I'm here."

It came out in pieces, the way bad things always do.

David had come home early. He'd wanted to surprise her — anniversary dinner at eight, and he thought he'd bring flowers, put some music on before they left. He'd been smiling when he put his key in the door.

He called out and heard his own voice echo back.

The kitchen first. A chair knocked sideways. A glass shattered on the tile, dark liquid spreading toward the refrigerator, still wet. Then the living room: the coffee table upended, a lamp on its side, the rug buckled and bunched as if something heavy had been dragged across it.

No Sarah. No note. No sound except the hum of the air conditioning and the distant rhythm of the sprinklers running on their timer, indifferent and automatic.

After that the words failed him.

Jack let the silence sit. The worst thing you could do when someone was trying to describe the unimaginable was make them go faster. He listened to David breathe, and beneath the horror some older, steadier part of him was already assembling a shape — not yet a theory, just the outline where a theory would eventually go.

"They knew what they were doing," David said finally, steadier now, shock beginning to harden into something more useful. "It wasn't a struggle. It was controlled. Like they came in with a plan and executed it." A pause. "The front door was still locked when I got there. From the inside. I used my key."

A locked door from the inside meant one of two things: someone who knew the house well enough to leave through another exit and re-secure it, or someone with access to the security system. Either way, this wasn't opportunistic. This was rehearsed.

"The police?" Jack asked.

"Got here twenty minutes after I called. They've been through everything." His voice flattened. "They think it's a burglary gone wrong. That she's in the wind because she's scared."

"What was taken?"

A beat. "Nothing. Not her jewelry. Not my laptop, open on the kitchen counter. Not the Basquiat print in the hallway. Nothing." His voice cracked on the last word, then held. "They weren't there for anything in the house. They were there for her. Or —" He stopped. Couldn't finish it.

Someone had taken Sarah. Or she'd run from something terrifying enough to leave her car and go dark on her phone. Or there was a third option — the one David couldn't say out loud — the one Jack filed away and didn't linger on yet.

He walked inside. The air conditioning hit him like a hand. He moved to the window, watching the street below — a dog walker, a woman with a stroller, the ordinary machinery of the neighborhood — and ran through what he had. Locked from the inside. Nothing taken. A woman missing from a secured home in broad daylight. Someone had put considerable effort into making this look like anything other than what it was.

"Sarah's work," he said. "Anything new? A commission, a client, something that felt different?"

David exhaled slowly. "Yes. She'd been working on something for about six weeks. Private commission, very confidential — she couldn't tell me the client's name. The work was different from her usual pieces. Darker, more abstract. She said it felt like being asked to sculpt a secret."

"She never seemed worried about it?"

"Excited. That's what I keep coming back to. Not worried. Excited. And now —" He stopped. "I keep expecting to hear her key in the door."

He'd known Sarah Chen for fifteen years. She didn't say things like sculpt a secret casually. Which meant someone had given her a commission designed to make her feel chosen. That kind of approach wasn't accidental.

"The collector's name. She never mentioned it?"

"There was a confidentiality clause. She signed something." A pause. "I'll go through her studio. There might be notes, something with a name on it."

"Don't touch anything in her studio yet. And don't let the police in there either. I'm coming."

A pause. Then, quietly: "You can?"

"I'm already reaching for my keys."

The drive to Coral Gables took twenty minutes in traffic. Jack made it in fifteen, cutting through side streets he'd memorized without meaning to — old habits, alternate routes. He kept the radio off.

The Chen house was a two-story Spanish Revival on a quiet street lined with old banyan trees, their roots lifting the sidewalk in slow rebellion. Jack had eaten dinner there more times than he could count — had watched Sarah pull a tray of her legendarily terrible cookies from the oven and present them with complete sincerity while David caught Jack's eye and barely kept it together.

Now there was yellow police tape across the front door and a patrol car idling at the curb.

He found David on the porch steps, forearms on his knees, staring at the sprinklers working their oblivious arcs across the front lawn. He looked like he'd aged five years in the last two hours. His shirt was untucked on one side. He hadn't noticed.

Jack sat beside him without speaking.

"Morales — the detective — she's good," David said finally. "But she's treating it like Sarah left on her own. Like maybe something was wrong at home, and she needed space." He lowered his hands. His eyes were raw. "Twenty-two years, Jack. She didn't leave."

"I know she didn't." Jack stood. "I need to walk the house."

Inside, the house was wrong in the way spaces are wrong after something violent — not destroyed, but subtly off. The kitchen looked almost normal until you noticed the liquid spread beneath the refrigerator, dried dark at the edges, and the pattern of the broken glass: not scattered outward from a drop but flung sideways, as if knocked from someone's hand mid-movement.

He crouched and studied it without touching anything. Someone had been standing at the counter. Someone else had come in fast from the hallway. The glass had gone left. There'd been contact.

He moved to the living room. The coffee table was upended — not pushed over but upended, which meant momentum, weight shifting backward fast. The rug was bunched and pulled toward the rear corridor. A framed photograph had fallen from the side table and landed face-up, glass cracked: David and Sarah on the Amalfi coast, Sarah laughing at something off-camera, one hand raised as if she'd just made a point and knew she'd won.

He picked it up carefully by the edges and set it back exactly where it was, then kept moving.

The rear corridor led to her studio — a converted sunroom at the back of the house, north-facing for the light. He put on gloves, turned the handle, and stepped in.

It was the only room in the house that felt untouched.

That bothered him immediately. If someone had moved through this house in a hurry, why was the studio pristine? Either whoever came hadn't reached it — unlikely given the layout — or they'd come here first, deliberately, and staged what came after.

He stood in the center of the room and looked. Clay-dusted worktable. Three sculptures in various stages of completion along the wall. Shelves of tools, each in its place. A standing desk with a closed laptop. Sketches pinned to a corkboard.

And on the worktable, separated from everything else, set square to the edge as if placed deliberately: a single index card.

He crossed to it. Three words, written in Sarah's handwriting — he knew it from the birthday cards she always sent by post, refusing to text, insisting that a card required effort and effort was the point.

DON'T TRUST VOSS.

Jack stood very still. Then he photographed it with his phone, left it exactly where it was, and walked back through the house.

"The name Voss," he said, sitting beside David on the steps. "Tell me everything you know about it."

Something moved through David's expression — confusion first, then a slow and terrible attention. "Heinrich Voss. He's a collector. European, Vienna I think. He's bought from Sarah's gallery twice — significant pieces, paid well above asking." He stopped. "Jack. What did you find?"

"Something she left for us. She was in that studio after whatever happened in the kitchen. She was clear-headed enough to leave a message." Jack kept his voice level. "She was thinking. Hold onto that."

David looked up at him. "Find her."

Jack was already walking to his car.
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CHAPTER TWO
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THREE CALLS

He drove back to Coconut Grove with the index card photograph on his phone, propped against the dashboard. DON'T TRUST VOSS. Three words, no hesitation in the pen strokes. She hadn't been shaking when she wrote it.

He replayed the studio the whole drive home — not the horror of it, which he'd learned long ago to set aside until it was useful, but the geometry. The kitchen, the living room, the untouched studio, the single card set square to the edge of the worktable. A woman who had found herself alone, for at least a few seconds, in the one room of her house built for patient work, and had used those seconds exactly the way she used every other hour of her life.

His home office had stayed mostly unchanged through two years of retirement. Old oak desk, older chair, Venetian blinds turning the Miami light into gold strips across the floor. On the wall, one framed line from a debrief, words spoken by an asset who hadn't made it out: "The people who vanish without a trace always leave a trace. You just have to be willing to look where it hurts."

Some days it felt like a warning. Tonight, it felt like an instruction.

He pulled a box from the closet shelf. Encrypted burner phones. A contact book indexed by city, updated by hand every six months, the pages soft at the corners from handling. A row of slim folders in his own careful print. He set the box on the desk and looked at it for a moment before he opened it.

He pulled three folders.

The first: NIGHTINGALE / ISTANBUL. Anya Sharma had been twenty-six years old, running a digital exfiltration ring out of a server room in Kadikoy when Jack found her — or rather when the FSB found her first and Jack found the FSB. Getting her out had cost him three weeks, one burned safe house, and a favor he'd carried ever since. She was in Singapore now, nominally a cybersecurity consultant, actually the most gifted network forensics operative he'd ever encountered.

He dialed from memory. She picked up on the second ring and said nothing.

"It's me. I need you."

"How bad?"

"Woman missing from a secured home in Coral Gables. Professional job — locked entry, no forensics, no witnesses. We don't know if she's alive. Her name is Sarah Chen. She was working a private commission for a collector named Heinrich Voss — Austrian, Vienna-based. I need everything on Voss, and I need traffic analysis: encrypted comms, data spikes, air movement in or out of South Florida in the last forty-eight hours."

A pause, and then a keyboard already moving somewhere on the other side of the world. "Voss in one hour. Full analysis, one day."

"Call me the moment you have anything."

"I always do." She hung up without saying goodbye, which was, from Anya, its own kind of reassurance.

The second folder: THE GHOST. Marcus Thorne — SAS, two tours, then a third with a unit whose name didn't appear in any public record. Jack had met him in Beirut in 2009, in a parking structure at two in the morning, when a surveillance operation had collapsed around both of them, and they'd had to improvise an exit in roughly ninety seconds. You stayed in touch with people like that.

"Thorne. David Chen's wife is missing. Coral Gables. Professional job, in and out, nothing left behind. Could be a snatch, could be worse. I need movement analysis: extraction routes out of Miami, private transport, any unusual personnel in South Florida this week. And a full security audit on Chen — house, firm, staff. Who had access, who benefits, who'd go through his wife to reach him."

"David Chen. The architect. Keys resort project." Thorne's voice was measured, unhurried.

Jack went still. "You know about that?"

"I know about Barros. Former partner. Certain associations. I'll have more when I have more than associations." A beat. "I'll need to speak with Chen directly."

"Tonight. I'll send you where he's staying."

"All right." No drama. Just: all right.

The third folder had no label. Just a number, written in red. Silas. Jack had stopped trying to learn his last name sometime around 2015. He operated in the narrow space between intelligence services and serious money — documents, identities, movement, information. The debt between them went back to Geneva, to a hotel stairwell, to a choice Jack had made that Silas owed him for completely.

He retrieved the satellite phone and dialed.

"Jack." Silas's voice was smooth, unhurried. "It's been a while."

"Heinrich Voss. Austrian, collector, Vienna. Tell me what you know."

A pause slightly too considered to be casual. "Voss moves in specific circles. Serious money, serious discretion. Acquisitions that aren't strictly about the art. Objects with other kinds of value." A beat. "He isn't in Vienna. Hasn't been for some time. There's been movement."

"What kind?"

"The quiet kind. Flags of convenience. Routes that change twice." A pause. "Give me twelve hours."

"Cost we settle when you deliver." Silas hung up.

Three calls. Three threads. A name written in a dead-calm hand by a woman who'd had minutes and used them well. Jack pulled a legal pad from the drawer and uncapped a pen. At the top he wrote SARAH CHEN, and beneath it split the page into two columns: KNOWN and UNKNOWN. The second column was longer. It always was at the start.

He filled in what he had under KNOWN — Voss, the commission, the six weeks of secrecy, the locked door, the untouched studio, the card. Under UNKNOWN he wrote Sarah's location first, then whether she was even the one who'd need finding, or whether she'd already found her own way out and simply hadn't been able to tell anyone yet.

Through the blinds, Miami pressed on — headlights sweeping the ceiling, music drifting up from the block. He thought, not for the first time, how strange it was that a life could end or nearly
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