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PROLOGUE





Sheriff Jim Wickers pulled his jacket tighter against the morning chill, his weathered hands gripping the railing of the police boat as it bobbed in the steel-gray waters. A surprisingly sharp wind cut across the deck, carrying with it a bite that betrayed the April weather. A mile and a half off the Maine coast, whitecaps dotted the horizon like rows of jagged teeth, while overhead, seabirds wheeled and cried in the pewter sky.

The dredging vessel was positioned just twenty or so feet away from the police boat, a hulking mechanical beast with its crane arm extended over the churning waters. The Northern Star was a working-class vessel, her orange paint chipped and faded from years of maritime labor. Her crew moved with practiced efficiency, their movements synchronized after countless hours of retrieving what the ocean preferred to keep hidden.

The call had come in just over three hours ago. A group of college kids from the Beckland Community College's scuba club, doing a routine training dive, had stumbled across something that shouldn't have been there. Something that had been missing for a long time.

Wickers watched as the dredger's hydraulic pump roared to life, its powerful suction system beginning to pull at the seafloor below. The vessel's mechanical arm controlled a massive tube that reached down into the depths, vacuum-like in its operation. As it worked, a mixture of water, sand, and sediment coursed through the transparent sections of pipe, visible like dark arteries carrying the ocean's secrets to the surface.

"How much longer?" Wickers called out to Greg Hudson, the dredging operation's supervisor. His voice was nearly lost in the mechanical symphony of pumps and engines.

Hudson, a compact man with wiry hair tucked beneath a hard hat, checked his tablet. "We're almost there, Sheriff. The sonar's showing we've cleared most of the silt around the target. Should be visible any minute now."

Wickers nodded, his pale blue eyes fixed on the water's surface. At sixty-two, he'd served Beckland County for over three decades, and the weight of those years sat heavy in the lines around his eyes and the slight stoop of his shoulders. His silver hair, cut regulation-short, caught the weak morning light, and his badge gleamed dully against his dark brown Sheriff's jacket.

The dredger's crane creaked as it adjusted position, its shadow falling across the police boat. A cluster of bubbles broke the surface, followed by a sudden surge of darker water. Something was emerging from below.

"There she is," Hudson called out, signaling to his crew. The crane's cables went taut, straining against an invisible weight.

Wickers felt his throat tighten as the first pieces of metal broke the surface. The water cascaded off corroded steel, revealing the skeletal remains of what had once been a fishing vessel. The hull was a mess of rust and marine growth, telling its own story of years spent in the ocean's embrace. Barnacles crusted every surface, and long strands of seaweed draped across the wreckage like funeral garlands.

As more of the vessel emerged, Wickers could see it had been a smaller boat, probably around thirty feet in length. The type of vessel that had once been common in these waters, used by local fishermen who knew every reef and channel along the coast. The kind of boat that should have been safe enough for an experienced captain, especially one who'd grown up on these waters.

The dredger's powerful lights, necessary even in the daylight due to the morning's gloomy conditions, illuminated more details of the wreck. The wheelhouse was partially collapsed, its windows long since shattered by the pressure of the deep. The fishing gear was a tangled mass of corroded metal and rot-softened rope in a gel-like pile near the back. But it was the stern that drew Wickers' attention, where faded letters were still barely visible through years of underwater decay.

His heart sank as the name emerged. The Lucky Lady. Byron Fierce's boat.

Wickers closed his eyes briefly, memories flooding back of that stormy night nearly fifteen years ago when the Lucky Lady had failed to return to port. Of the massive search operation that had followed. Of Byrons twelve-year-old daughter, Cassandra, standing on the dock day after day, waiting for a father who would never return.

"Jesus," Hudson muttered, the word barely audible over the several yards between them and the dripping of water from the ruined vessel. You know it? Looks like its been down there for ages.

Wickers nodded, already reaching for his phone. "Yeah. I know it."

The dredger's crew worked to secure the wreck, attaching additional cables to stabilize it as more of the vessel was lifted from the water. Each piece that emerged seemed to carry its own accusation, its own question about what might have happened to the boat and its owner.

"We'll need to get a forensics team out here," Wickers said, more to himself than to Hudson. "Coast Guard too, probably." He paused, thumbing through his contacts. "And I need to make a call to DC."

"DC?" Hudson asked, puzzled.

"Yeah." Wickers found, though, that he really didnt want to make the call. What sort of old scars and wounds was he about to tread on? "Byron's daughter. She's with the Coast Guard…and likely the only person alive whos going to want to see this.

Wickers studied the wreck one more time. Something about it nagged at him, a detail that seemed out of place, but he couldn't quite put his finger on it. The boat had obviously been down there for years, but there was something about the way it had settled, something about the condition of it.

To Sheriff Wickers, it was as if theyd just dug up a grave and exhumed a body rather than some old boat. He felt a shiver rush through him as he brought the phone to his ear, wondering what other hell this call might dig up.










CHAPTER ONE





Cassandra Fierce rubbed her tired eyes, the glare of the computer screen having taken its toll after six straight hours of scrutinizing shipping manifests. The office around her was quiet save for the gentle hum of the heating system and the occasional distant ring of a phone. It was the kind of mundane Wednesday that made up most of her work at the Coast Guard Investigations Unitmethodical, detailed, and crucial, even if it lacked the excitement most people associated with investigative work.

Her current case had consumed the better part of a month. A dozen men, operating between New York and Boston, were suspected of using fishing vessels to move significant quantities of fentanyl up the eastern seaboard. The operation was clever in its simplicity: fishing boats, already expected to carry ice and storage containers, made perfect transport vehicles. Who would question a few extra boxes of "fish among the daily catch?

She clicked through another manifest, adding notes to her already extensive database. The suspected ringleader, Marcus Kelvin, had a history of assault charges but nothing drug-related. His vessel, the Blue Horizon, had been making irregular stops in small ports between its declared destinations. The pattern was there, but proving it was another matter entirely.

A spreadsheet filled her screen, rows upon rows of data that she'd been meticulously collecting. Fuel purchases that didn't match logged journeys. Catch reports that showed suspiciously consistent numbers regardless of season or weather conditions. Crew manifests that changed just enough to avoid scrutiny but maintained a core group of experienced hands. She'd even tracked ice purchasesfishing vessels needed ice, of course, but some of these boats were buying enough to preserve their declared catch three times.

Cassandra leaned back in her chair, stretching muscles that had grown stiff from hours of desk work. She usually enjoyed these deep dives into cases where the Coast Guard worked cooperatively with other agencies. This one was really no different, but the operation was savvy enough to make it so that it was akin to looking for a needle in a haystack.

The latest development in the case involved a series of night dockings in Providence. Three different vessels, all technically owned by separate companies, had begun coordinating their arrivals during the quietest hours of the early morning. Their declared catches were always within acceptable ranges, their paperwork impeccable. Too impeccable, really. Real fishing operations had variations, unexpected problems, weather delays. These boats operated with an efficiency that bordered on suspicious.

She pulled up another document, this one detailing the background of James Reeves, one of the vessel captains. His record showed two arrests for theft in his twenties, a bar fight that had resulted in probation, and a string of minor infractions that painted a picture of a man who lived on the edges of the law without quite stepping over it. Perfect for this kind of operationexperienced enough to be careful, but not so connected that he drew immediate attention from narcotics units.

A knock at her door interrupted her concentration.

Looking up, Cassandra was surprised to see Commander Harold Richards standing in her doorway. The sight was unusual enough to immediately set off warning bells in her mind. Richards was a man of strict routine and protocol. If he needed to speak with one of his investigators, he sent a message or made a call. He didn't make personal appearances at their offices. Usually, such an interruption would have come from Mick, but he was out on assignment with one of the Assistant Commanders today, working in tandem with a Navy representative.

"Commander," she said, trying to keep her voice neutral despite the odd circumstance. "This is unexpected."

Richards stood in the doorway, his normally commanding presence somehow diminished. There was something in his bearinga hesitation, a weightthat she'd never seen before. During the several years she'd worked under him, she'd seen Richards face down political pressure, budget crises, and interdepartmental warfare without losing his composed demeanor. But now he seemed almost uncertain, and that, more than anything, sent a chill through her.

"Got a minute, Fierce?" His voice was quieter than usual, lacking its usual crisp authority.

"Of course." She gestured to the chair across from her desk, but he remained standing, closing the door behind himanother departure from his usual direct approach. She didnt like this at all. To her, it was no longer a question of if something was wrong…it was a matter of what was wrong.

The silence stretched for a moment, heavy with unspoken significance. Richards shifted his weight, an unconscious gesture that seemed completely out of character for him.

"I received a call about fifteen minutes ago," he finally said, his voice still carrying that unusual softness. "From a man by the name of Sheriff Jim Wickers."

The name hit her like a physical blow, sending a jolt through her system that made her fingers go numb against her keyboard. Jim Wickers. How many times had she seen that name in the old reports? In newspaper clippings? In the documents she'd collected over the years, trying to piece together the puzzle of her fathers disappearance?

"What...?" The word came out barely above a whisper, her throat suddenly dry. The room seemed to shrink around her, the walls closing in as memories she kept carefully locked away began to surface.

Richards moved slightly, his discomfort more evident now. "They found a boat, Cassandra. The Lucky Lady.

The world tilted sideways. Cassandra gripped the edge of her desk, her knuckles going white. The room spun slowly around her as fifteen years of wondering, of imagining every possible scenario, of dreaming about closure while dreading what that closure might revealit all crashed over her in a single overwhelming wave. Suddenly, the case shed been reading up on was the least important thing in the word, some piece of useless flotsam caught up in the tide of everything else.

"You're sure?" Her voice sounded distant to her own ears, as if someone else were speaking. She could feel tears threatening to form, but forced them back through sheer will. She was no longer that twelve-year-old girl on the dock, hoping and praying for a miraclethat her father would be returned to her. She was an investigator, trained to face hard truths.

"I'm sure," Richards said gently. "I want you to take a few days. Head up there." He paused, watching her with an expression that mixed concern with something elseunderstanding, perhaps, or sympathy. "I know how big this is for you, Fierce. I've already booked you a flight on the Coast Guard's dime. Leaves in four hours. No arguments."

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Her hands moved automatically, closing laptop files, gathering her things. The fentanyl case that had consumed her attention moments ago now seemed trivial, distant, like a story from someone else's life. And the entire time, she was also focused on doing everything she could to keep herself from crying in front of this man she respected so much.

Images flashed through her mind: her father's laugh, the smell of salt air and diesel fuel, the sound of the Lucky Ladys engine as it pulled away from the harbor that final time. The way the fog had rolled in that evening, as if the sea itself were drawing a curtain across its secrets.

"Thank you," she managed finally, standing and reaching for her coat. Her movements felt mechanical, disconnected from the storm of emotions raging inside her. Was this really just a dream? Its certainly how her body felt in that moment.

Richards stepped aside as she moved toward the door, his usual commanding presence softened by concern. "Take whatever time you need. Keep me updated."

Thank you, sir.

She nodded her thanks and made her way out of her office, her knees feeling as they were being operated by some other force outside of herself. Cassandra walked through the office in a daze, barely registering the faces of her colleagues. The building she'd worked in for years suddenly felt foreign, as if she were moving through it in a dream. Her footsteps echoed on the polished floor, each one carrying her closer to a past she'd tried so hard to put behind her.

The Maine coast was calling her home. She could almost smell the salt air, feel the rough wood of the docks under her feet. The memories she'd kept carefully locked away for fifteen years were surfacing now, like the wreck of the Lucky Lady itself, refusing to stay buried any longer.

As she pushed through the building's main doors into the Washington DC morning, a strange sensation washed over her. It was as if the gravity that had held her in place for fifteen years had suddenly shifted, pulling her north. Toward home. Toward answers. Toward whatever truth lay waiting in the cold waters off the Maine coast.

Her phone buzzedthe flight details from Richards. In four hours, she'd be in the air. In six, she'd be back in Maine. And to think…ten minutes ago she'd so deeply invested in fentanyl pushers.

The thought both terrified and strengthened herof how quickly her life could be upended. It made her think of the Lucky Lady, of what answers it might hold. And if there were answers there, she would spend however long it took to make sense of them. She owed that much to her father, to herself, and to the twelve-year-old girl who had stood on those docks day after day, waiting for a return that never came.






CHAPTER TWO



The late February wind cut through Cassandra's coat as she guided her rental car down Main Street. Anchor Bay hadn't changednot really. The same weathered colonial buildings lined the narrow streets, their salt-stained facades telling stories of winters spent battling nor'easters. Above the storefronts, American flags snapped in the wind, their edges frayed from constant exposure to the elements.

She'd been back plenty of times since shed lost both her parents, of course. Sometimes just to reconnect with her past, and sometimes to simply feel the familiarity of home. But it was different this time, knowing that her fathers boat had been recovered from the depths. While most of the sights and the streets were still familiar, it felt like a different town altogether now.

The dashboard clock read 2:53 PM as she pulled into a parking spot in front of the Sheriff's department. Cassandra killed the engine but didn't move. Through the windshield, she could see Maggie's Bakery across the street, where she'd worked summers during high school, a place famous for their butterscotch donuts. The window display still featured the same tiered cake stands, though Martha herself had probably retired years ago. Next door, Sullivan's Hardware maintained its proud declaration of "Serving Anchor Bay Since 1932" in gold leaf lettering that was beginning to peel at the edges.

She closed her eyes, letting the familiar sounds wash over herthe cry of seagulls, the distant horn of a fishing boat, the persistent whisper of the wind through the bare branches of the maple trees that lined the street. For a moment, she was twelve again, walking these same sidewalks with her father, his calloused hand warm around hers as they made their weekly trip to Rosa's Ice Cream Parlor.

The memory hit her like a physical blow, and she gripped the steering wheel until her knuckles went white.

"Get it together, Fierce," she muttered, reaching for the door handle. The cool air that rushed in helped clear her head.

The police station was exactly as she remembered ita squat brick structure that looked more like a library than a law enforcement facility. The same crack still ran through the third concrete step leading to the entrance, though someone had attempted to patch it with cement that didn't quite match.

The buildings interior hadn't changed eithersame institutional green walls, same bulletin board cluttered with wanted posters and community announcements, same ancient coffee maker gurgling in the corner. The dispatch desk was staffed by a young officer who couldn't have been more than twenty-five, his uniform still crisp with newness.

"I'm Special Agent Cassandra Fierce, Coast Guard Investigative Service," she said, showing her credentials. "Sheriff Wickers is expecting me."

The young officerhis nameplate read Petersonnodded quickly. "Yes, ma'am. He asked to be notified as soon as you arrived. I'll page him for you." He did so using the desk phone, quickly announcing her arrival into the receiver.

Sheriff Dan Wickers appeared moments later. She vaguely remembered what hed looked like when hed held the same position when shes been a child. He moved slower now and looked shorter than she remembered. His hair had gone completely gray, but his eyes were as sharp as ever behind his wire-rimmed glasses. He'd been deputy sheriff when her father disappeared, and the recognition in his face made something twist in her chest.

"Cassandra," he said warmly, extending his hand. "Look at you."

She shook his hand, forcing a smile. "Sheriff Wickers. Thank you for arranging everything on such short notice."

"Please, it's Jim. I think the situation and a shared past of this town calls for a bit of casualness, right? Come on back to my office. Coffee?"

"No, thank you." She followed him through the bullpen, past desks that looked like they hadn't been upgraded since the '90s. A few older officers glanced up as she passed, and she saw recognition dawn in their faces. In a town like Anchor Bay, everyone remembered the daughter of the fisherman who never came home…the daughter who went down to DC and became an integral part of the Coast Guard.

Wickers' office was small but tidy, with a view of the harbor in the distance through the rooms only window. He gestured to a chair, but Cassandra remained standing.

"I know you're trying to be kind," she said, keeping her voice steady, "but I'd rather skip the small talk. I need to see the boat." She hoped it didnt come off as rude; she supposed that he, being a sheriff, would understand the urgency.

Wickers leaned against his desk, his expression softening. "Of course. I understand. We've kept it in the county garage for now. Figured you'd want to examine it yourself."

"I would." She paused, then forced out the question that had been burning in her throat since she'd received the call. "Were there any" Her voice caught. She swallowed hard and tried again. "Did they find any remains?"

"No," Wickers said gently. "Nothing like that."

Cassandra nodded, unsure whether to feel relieved or disappointed. Fifteen years of wondering if this would be the day they found something, anything, and now... what? Just an empty boat and more questions. No bodywhich both relieved and frightened her.

"How was it found?" she asked, needing to focus on the facts, on anything but the emotions threatening to overwhelm her.

Wickers settled more comfortably against his desk. "Pure chance, really. A local community college has a scuba programmostly certification courses, nothing fancy. Their instructor likes to take groups out to that area. Good visibility, some interesting marine life along the bottom. They were doing a training dive when they spotted it."

"Just like that? After so long?"

"Just like that," Wickers said quietly. "Sometimes the sea gives back what it takes. Though rarely when we want it to."

The sympathy in his voice made her skin crawl. She needed to get out of there, needed to see the boat for herself.

"I'd like to go now, if you don't mind."

"I can take you"

"No," she cut him off, then softened her tone. "Thank you, but I'd prefer to go alone."

Wickers studied her face for a long moment, then nodded. He opened his desk drawer and pulled out a key. "County garage is on McKinley Street, just past the municipal building. Unit three." He held out the key, but didn't immediately release it when she took it. "Cassandra... I know youve built a career in DC as an investigator, but you're also Byron Fierce's daughter. If you need anythinganything at allyou just have to ask."

She gently pulled the key from his grasp. "I appreciate that."

She once again felt as if she were being rude when she exited the office. She kept her head down, not wanting to meet the eyes of anyone she passed. She made her way to her car in that same manner, the key feeling much heavier in her pocket than it should. It could have been a brick…or a bomb.

The drive to McKinley Street took less than five minutes, but every intersection triggered a memory. There was St. Mary's Church, where she'd served as an altar girl until her father disappeared and she'd stopped believing in a God who could be so cruel. The park where she'd learned to ride a bike, her father running alongside, promising he wouldn't let go until she was ready. The corner store where he'd buy her Popsicles on hot summer days, always cherry
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