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  Chapter one
NYC


The Waldorf — Park Avenue, New York City — That Same Night 
The suite was the Premier One Bedroom Corner Suite, nine hundred and sixty-five square feet on Park Avenue, the kind of panoramic Manhattan skyline view that made a man from five thousand acres of Gulf Coast land understand, just for a moment, why people paid what they paid to live stacked on top of each other in glass and stone. The living room and the separate dining area opened onto that view together, comfortably enough to seat four, though tonight it was only the two of them. The custom finishes ran through everything — the king bed visible through the open bedroom door, the walk-in dressing room beyond it, the spa-style bathroom with its rain shower and a soaking tub deep enough to actually disappear into. A minibar stocked with top-shelf, an espresso machine beside it, Bluetooth speakers with a guest panel that synced to anything you handed it.
Sam had known the Waldorf’s managing partner for thirty years, the way Sam knew everyone who mattered in this business — not as a contact, as a friend. The room hadn’t been booked so much as offered, the way Honeysuckle was always ready and the way every compound at The Caraway ran on relationships nobody had to explain twice. Beach had stopped questioning how these things worked sometime around the second family table dinner. They simply worked, the way the Gulf simply kept coming.
He was standing at the window with his phone against his ear when Chloe came out of the dressing room, still in the blazer she’d worn into the Travel Agency meeting, her shoes already off.
“Wei,” Beach said into the phone. “Tell me.”
Wei Lin Cho’s voice came through tired in a way Beach had never heard from him — not panicked, Wei didn’t panic, but worn thin in the specific way of a man who had been awake far longer than the hour allowed and had spent every one of those hours doing math he didn’t like the answer to.
“Two of my floor managers,” Wei said. “Both gone. Not dead — gone. Resigned by text message at three in the morning Hong Kong time, both citing family emergencies that don’t check out when Mei’s people looked into them. Both men I trusted with cash room access. Both gone within four hours of each other.”
Beach looked at Chloe. She’d gone still the way she went still when something mattered, crossing the room without being asked and sitting on the arm of the chair beside him, close enough to hear.
“What’s missing?” Beach asked.
“Nothing yet that we can prove,” Wei said. “Which is worse than something missing. If something were missing, I’d know what I was dealing with. Instead, I have two empty offices, two clean resignations, and a feeling I haven’t had since I was young enough not to trust it.”
“What feeling.”
“That someone is inside my house,” Wei said, “and I don’t yet know which room.”
* * *
Beach put the call on speaker, quietly, the way he’d learned to do things that mattered without making a production of them.
“Wei, I want Barney on this in the next ten minutes. He’s going to want everything — personnel files on both men, access logs for the last ninety days, anything that touches the cash room or the surveillance backbone. Can your people get that to him directly?”
“Mei is already pulling it,” Wei said. “She doesn’t sleep when something’s wrong with the house. Neither do I, apparently, anymore.”
“And the two men,” Beach said. “Any chance either of them is still reachable? Still in Hong Kong?”
“One flew to Macau this morning. Commercial flight, his own passport, nothing hidden about it, which tells me he either has nothing to hide or believes he’s smart enough that hiding would look more suspicious than not hiding.” Wei paused. “The other I can’t find at all.”
Chloe leaned toward the phone. “Wei, it’s Chloe Merchant. I’m Director of Operations for The Caraway Collection now. Quick question — has anyone approached either of these men in the last year? Recruiters, competing properties, anyone with money who wanted access they couldn’t buy outright?”
A brief silence on the line. “You sound like you already know the answer,” Wei said.
“I have a guess,” Chloe said. “I’d rather you confirm it than have me say the name first.”
“Ashcroft,” Wei said. “Twice, that I know about. Deniable channels both times, nothing I could ever prove led back to him directly. I told you that myself, weeks ago, at your table.”
“And now two men are gone within four hours of each other,” Beach said, “the same week my brother’s building in SoHo clears its historical review and the Travel Agency consolidation goes public inside the industry.”
Nobody said anything for a moment. The skyline outside the window held its lights the way it always did, indifferent to whatever math was being done thirty floors up.
“He’s not testing a door anymore,” Wei said quietly. “He’s opening one.”
* * *
After the call ended, Beach sat on the edge of the bed for a long moment, the phone face down on the duvet, the city doing what cities did at night, which was glitter and pretending none of it mattered.
Chloe sat beside him.
“You’re going,” she said. Not a question.
“I don’t know yet,” Beach said. “I know Barney needs to start tonight. I know Jess needs to know, formally or not. And I know Wei just told two people in one phone call that he trusts us with something he hasn’t told his own board.”
“That’s not a small thing,” Chloe said.
“It’s not,” Beach agreed.
He looked at her. At the city behind her through the window, the kind of view that made everything feel both enormous and, somehow, very far from the Gulf, from the stack stone walls, and a cardinal that worked the same four notes every morning, whether anyone was listening or not.
“We still have Jay Szesnat tomorrow,” he said.
“We still have Jay Szesnat tomorrow,” Chloe confirmed. “And if this is what it sounds like, we’re going to need him faster than we planned.”
Beach picked up his phone again. Texted Barney first — *Wei’s situation just got real. Need you on Hong Kong tonight, not tomorrow. * Then Dominic, who would already be awake, who was always already awake when something needed him to be. Then Jess, because there were some things she needed to hear from Beach directly, not secondhand through Barney’s analysis.
Chloe watched him work.
“Back home tomorrow?” she said.
“Back home tomorrow,” Beach said. “The building can wait a day. This can’t.”
Outside the window, Manhattan kept being Manhattan, thirty floors below and entirely unconcerned, the way the Gulf was entirely unconcerned, the way the world simply continued whether or not anyone three thousand miles away in Hong Kong was telling the truth about a feeling he hadn’t trusted since he was young.
Beach finished the texts. Set the phone down.
Tomorrow is going to start early.






  
  Chapter two
The Crazy Czech


The Caraway Resort — The Following Afternoon 
Beach and Chloe landed in Pensacola at noon, Dominic waiting at the FBO the way Dominic waited for everything — already there, already informed, already three steps into a conversation nobody had started yet.
“Barney’s been up all night,” Dominic said, falling into step beside them as they crossed the tarmac. “He has a packet ready on Szesnat. He also has thoughts on Hong Kong that he wants to share before the interview, not after.”
“How bad is Hong Kong?” Beach asked.
“Bad enough that he moved your call with Szesnat to two o’clock instead of four,” Dominic said. “Your brother does not waste anyone’s time with urgency he doesn’t mean.”
* * *
The library had become the room for this kind of gathering, the way it had become the room for everything that mattered this year, and by one forty-five, it held more people than Beach had expected, though every single one of them belonged there.
Sam and Jacque were on the near side of the table, Jacque still faintly dusted with flour from whatever she’d abandoned mid-task to be present for this. Caroline across from them, and beside her, in the chair at the far end that had become his by unspoken agreement, the quiet man named Marcus, present the way Caroline’s people were always present — to listen, not to speak. Dominic took the seat that was always his, slightly to the side. Barney sat at the head of the table, screen, three windows already open before anyone else sat down.
Jess came in last, in the gray suit she wore when she meant business, a legal pad under her arm out of habit, even though Beach suspected she’d memorized the file before she walked through the door.
“I’m running this,” she said, settling into the chair beside Beach’s. Not a request.
“You’re running this,” Beach agreed.
* * *
Beach made the introductions short, the way he’d learned to make most things short when the room already understood why it was assembled.
“Jay Szesnat,” he said, when the call connected and a man’s face filled the screen — broad-shouldered, gray at the temples, dressed like he was already three drinks into a good dinner even though it was barely two in the afternoon. “Thank you for making time. I want to be direct about why we’re all here. The Caraway Collection is expanding fast enough that we need a security director who can travel with the family and the business, someone who reads a room before the room knows it’s being read. A mutual friend says that’s you.”
Jay’s expression didn’t change much; the specific stillness of a man who’d spent a long career being assessed and had stopped minding it decades ago. “That mutual friend exaggerates,” he said. “But not by much.”
Jess leaned forward. “Mr. Szesnat, I’m going to ask the questions today, if that’s all right with everyone.” She didn’t wait for anyone to object. “Federal background, Bureau experience, decade of private contract work. Walk me through the shape of it.”
“South Florida sheriff’s department, eleven years, the last four running a task force, most people in that county still don’t know existed,” Jay said. “Then federal liaison work for six years — I won’t bore you with the acronyms, you already have the file.” He nodded slightly toward the screen, toward whatever Barney had already sent. “Private contracts since. Mostly families like yours. People who need someone who can sit at the good table and still notice the man at the bad one.”
“And you don’t look the part,” Jess said. “Why is that useful to you specifically?”
Jay almost smiled. “Because the men I’m watching for have spent their whole careers learning to spot security. They’re very good at it. They are considerably less good at noticing the man who looks like he’d seat you at a good restaurant.”
Caroline, who had been quiet, spoke for the first time. “My people work a certain way,” she said. “How do you feel about coordinating with operators who don’t always explain themselves?”
Jay looked toward where her voice had come from, toward Marcus’s silent presence at the end of the table, and something in his expression sharpened with recognition. “I’ve worked beside people like that before,” he said. “The ones who don’t explain themselves are usually the ones I trust fastest. Explaining takes time, and the good ones never have it to spare.”
Marcus, for the first and only time in the call, nodded once. Approval, delivered in the most economical way possible.
* * *
Barney spoke without looking up from his screen. “Mr. Szesnat, I’ve distributed your background packet to everyone in this room. I want to flag one thing for you directly rather than let you find it later and wonder why nobody mentioned it.”
“Go ahead,” Jay said.
“We have an active situation developing in Hong Kong,” Barney said. “Two personnel resignations at a property owned by family friends, both clean on paper, both suspicious in pattern. If you take this role, there’s a real chance your first assignment isn’t a slow onboarding. It’s a plane.”
Jay considered that for exactly as long as it took to consider it properly and not a second longer. “Good,” he said. “I’ve never trusted a job that started slow.”
Sam, who had been listening with the specific attention he gave to anything that touched the family’s safety, finally spoke. “Mr. Szesnat, my father built this family on the idea that loyalty isn’t bought. It’s earned, over time, by people who show up before they’re asked twice. I want to know if that’s the kind of man you are, or the kind who needs a contract to remind him.”
Jay looked at Sam directly through the screen. “I broke ice off a neighbor’s daughter’s car during a storm because she needed to get somewhere and her father wasn’t home to do it,” he said. “Nobody asked me to. Nobody paid me to. I’d have done the same for anyone on that street. That’s the only answer I know how to give you, Mr. Caraway.”
The room was quiet for a moment. Jacque, who had said nothing through the entire call, finally leaned forward toward the screen.
“What do you eat when you’re working somewhere new?” she asked.
Jay blinked, clearly not expecting the question, and then something genuine moved across his face — the first unguarded thing he’d shown the whole call. “Whatever the kitchen’s proudest of,” he said. “I’ve found you learn more about a place from what they’re proud to feed you than from anything in a file.”
Jacque looked at Beach. She didn’t say anything else. She didn’t need to. The nod she gave him was the only stamp that had ever mattered in this family, and everyone at the table understood it had just been given.
* * *
After the call ended, the room held its quiet for a moment, the way rooms did after a decision had been made, even before anyone said it out loud.
“Well?” Beach said, looking around the table.
“He's right,” Caroline said. “Marcus agrees. That's rare enough to count for something.”
“The ice story checks out,” Barney said, still not looking up. “I verified it before the call even started. Small detail, but it’s the kind of small detail that tells you everything.”
Jess closed her legal pad, which she’d barely used. “I like him,” she said. “I don’t like many people on a first interview.”
Sam looked at Jacque. Jacque looked back at him with the expression of a woman who had already decided and was simply waiting for the men in the room to catch up to her.
“Hire him,” Sam said.
Beach nodded. “I already knew that,” he said. “I wanted to hear all of you say it first.”
* * *
He called Jay back twenty minutes later, alone this time, no audience.
“Welcome to The Caraway Collection,” Beach said. “Your first assignment might genuinely be a plane to Hong Kong. I won’t apologize for that. I told you what kind of family this is.”
“You told me exactly the right amount,” Jay said. “When do you need me?”
Beach looked out the library window at the Gulf, green and cooperative, the construction noise from the airport site audible faintly in the distance, the whole property mid-transformation into something his grandfather had been quietly building toward for thirty years without ever seeing it finished.
“Sooner than either of us would like,” Beach said. “Barney will send you everything tonight.”
He ended the call and looked at the room — his family, expanded now in every direction that mattered, gathered around a table his grandfather had built for exactly this kind of decision.
Hong Kong was waiting.
They were as ready as they were going to get.






  
  Chapter three
Two Out of Three Ain't Bad


The Jade Dragon — Hong Kong — Two Days Later 
The casino occupied eleven floors of a tower in Wan Chai, and from the harbor it looked the way Wei had always described it — less like a building and more like something that had grown there, glass and green light and a roofline that caught the last sun before the rest of the skyline did.
Jay Szesnat had landed six hours ahead of Beach and Chloe, the way Adjunct Directors of International Security were supposed to land ahead of everyone else, and he was waiting at the harbor entrance when their car pulled up. Already dressed for the city in a way that made him look like he’d lived there for years rather than hours.
“Mr. Caraway,” he said. “Ms. Merchant. Wei’s waiting upstairs. I’d like ten minutes with you both before we go up.”
“What have you found?” Beach asked.
“Nothing that contradicts what Barney already sent,” Jay said, falling into step beside them. “But I walked the floor an hour ago, badge clipped, nobody stopped me, which tells you something about how thin the actual security here has gotten without anyone admitting it out loud. The two men who left weren’t the problem. They were the warning.”
* * *
Wei Lin Cho met them in a private office on the ninth floor, the kind of room that had been built to overlook the gaming floor without being seen from it — one-way glass, soundproofed, the low constant hum of a building that never fully went quiet.
He looked older than he had three weeks ago at The Caraway. Mei was beside him, composed in the way she always was, though her hands stayed folded in her lap with a stillness that Beach recognized as effort rather than calm.
“Thank you for coming yourselves,” Wei said. “I know what it costs to leave a family mid-expansion.”
“You told me once that if a man like this ever came for what mattered to you, you should come to whoever sat in my grandfather’s chair,” Beach said. “I’m not going to make you regret believing that.”
Wei nodded slowly. He gestured to the glass, to the floor below — the tables, the lights, the specific choreography of money moving in small, deliberate motions across green felt.
“The floor looks the same as it has for twenty years,” he said. “That’s what worries me. Whatever is wrong here, it’s wrong somewhere I can’t see from this glass.”
Jay had been quiet, watching the floor with the specific attention of a man cataloging exits and angles without appearing to. “Mr. Cho, may I ask something directly?”
“Please.”
“Who besides you and Mrs. Cho has access to the full surveillance backbone? Not the floor cameras — the backbone. The system that watches the system.”
Wei looked at Mei. Something passed between them, the specific communication of two people who had been married long enough to finish each other’s uncomfortable thoughts.
“Three people,” Mei said. “Myself, Wei, and our head of technology, a man named Desmond Liang. He's been with us eleven years.”
“Where is he now?” Jay asked.
“Here,” Wei said. “In his office. Where he always is.”
Jay looked at Beach, and Beach understood the look without needing it explained — the same way he understood Chloe’s two-fingered tap, the same wordless economy that good people in this kind of work developed because words took too long when the moment mattered.
“I’d like to meet him,” Jay said. “Today. Before he knows we’re asking.”
* * *
Desmond Liang’s office was three floors down, windowless, with three monitors running constant feeds of the gaming floor in grids too dense for a casual glance to parse. He was perhaps fifty, lean, glasses pushed up into thinning hair, and he looked up when the four of them came through his door with the specific startled stillness of a man whose day did not usually include surprise visitors.
“Mr. Cho,” he said, standing. “I wasn’t told —”
“This is Jay Szesnat,” Wei said. “He’s helping us understand what happened with Tan and Chow.”
Something moved across Desmond’s face — not guilt exactly, Beach thought, watching closely the way he’d learned to watch closely. Something closer to relief. The specific relief of a man who had been carrying something alone and had just been told he might not have to carry it alone any longer.
Jay sat without being invited to, the way men who knew how to put people at ease sat, unhurried, unthreatening. “Mr. Liang. I’m not here to find fault. I’m here because two men left within four hours of each other, and I think you know something about why, and I think it’s been sitting on you since it happened.”
Desmond looked at Wei. Wei nodded — go ahead.
“Three weeks ago,” Desmond said, “a man came to me. Not here at the casino. At my daughter’s school recital. He sat beside me, very polite, and told me he knew about a debt my brother owes in Macau. A serious debt. He said he could make it disappear if I made something else appear — a small access window into the backbone, just temporary, just enough to see patterns, nothing that would ever be traced.”
The room was very quiet.
“I said no,” Desmond continued. “I have said no every time he’s asked, three times now. I didn’t tell Mr. Cho because I was ashamed that I was approached at all, as though being asked made me already guilty of something.”
“And Tan and Chow?” Jay asked gently.
Desmond’s jaw tightened. “I believe he asked them the same question. I believe, unlike me, they said yes.”
* * *
Later, on the private terrace off Wei’s office, the harbor lights coming up gold against the evening water, Beach stood with Chloe and Jay while Wei and Mei spoke quietly inside.
“Ashcroft’s pattern,” Jay said. “Find the man with the debt, the family obligation, the thing he can’t fix through normal channels. Offer the fix. Take what you actually wanted in exchange.”
“The same thing he tried with Lila,” Beach said quietly. “The same thing he tried with the Lucchessi asset.”
“The same thing he’ll keep trying,” Jay said, “because it keeps almost working. Two out of three said yes here. That’s not a bad return on a method, from where he’s sitting.”
Chloe looked out at the harbor, the boats moving slow against the lights, the whole city laid out like something that had been built specifically to be looked at from a height. “So what do we do that’s different,” she said, “than what Desmond did on his own for three weeks, carrying it alone?”
Beach thought about a meringue three degrees past where it should have been torched. About a man helping people because it was his nature, decade after decade, until the helping became its own kind of fortress.
“We make sure nobody here has to carry anything alone again,” he said. “Starting with Desmond’s brother’s debt. Jay, can you find out what it actually is?”
“Already started,” Jay said.
“And then?” Chloe asked.
“And then we handle it,” Beach said, “the way my grandfather would have. Quietly. Completely. And we make sure Desmond Liang never has to sit next to a stranger at his daughter’s recital again.”
Below them, the floor of The Jade Dragon kept moving the way it had moved for twenty years, money sliding across green felt in small, deliberate motions, the whole machine humming along exactly as it was supposed to — unaware, for now, that the thing trying to get inside it had just made its first real mistake.
It had shown its method.
And Beach Caraway had just learned how to recognize it on sight.






  
  Chapter four
Kill Shot


The Jade Dragon — Hong Kong — Same Evening 
They were still in Wei’s office, the harbor going dark gold beyond the glass, when Wei’s assistant knocked once and came in without waiting to be told.
“Mr. Cho.” Her voice had the careful flatness of someone delivering news she hadn’t yet let herself react to. “There’s a situation in one of the guest suites. Twelve-fourteen.”
Wei stood immediately. “What kind of situation?”
“Housekeeping found Mr. Halloway. He’s not —” She stopped, started again. “Security is already there. They’re asking for you directly. Not the police. You.”
Beach was on his feet before Wei finished standing. “Halloway,” he said. “The American party. The Travel Agency booking.”
“Yes,” Wei said, already moving. “Two men, here to discuss what they called an investment opportunity in the property. I didn’t love the meeting before this. I love it considerably less now.”

      ***Twelve-fourteen was a corner suite on the same floor as Beach and Chloe’s own rooms, and the door was open when they arrived, two of Wei’s security staff standing just inside it with the specific stillness of men who had seen something they did not have a procedure for.
Jay went in first, the way Jay did most things — without announcement, without hesitation, his whole demeanor shifting into something Beach hadn’t seen from him yet, an economy of motion that belonged to a much older version of the man’s career than the one who’d charmed a library full of Caraways two days ago.
He was back in the doorway within thirty seconds.
“Nobody else goes in,” he said quietly. “Mr. Cho, I need you to make a call only you can make, and I need to make it before anyone calls the police themselves out of instinct.”
Wei looked at him. “How bad.”
“Execution,” Jay said. “Bathroom. Close range. Whoever did this knew exactly how long they had and used exactly that much time. This wasn’t rage. This was a message.”

      ***Beach found Chloe already working the hallway, calm in the specific way she went calm when something had genuinely gone wrong — quieter rather than louder, her attention narrowing to exactly what needed doing next.
“The wives,” she said. “Both of them are at the spa. They’ll be back within the hour and I need somewhere for them to go that isn’t this hallway and isn’t a hotel room with police tape on the door, assuming there’s about to be police tape on a door.”
“There may not be,” Beach said quietly.
Chloe looked at him, understood immediately what that meant, and didn’t ask the follow-up question out loud in a hallway. “Then I need a private floor, a doctor on standby, and someone who actually speaks fluent grief, because I don’t, not in a foreign country, not for a woman I’ve never met.”
“Wei’s sister,” Beach said, the thought arriving the way good instincts arrived, sideways and certain at once. “The one who keeps the boy on the sampan. If anyone in this city knows how to hold space for something terrible without making it worse, it’s a woman who’s spent years being trusted with someone else’s most precious thing.”
“Can we reach her tonight?”
“We can ask,” Beach said.

      ***The second whale — Harrison Pruitt, fifty-eight, the quieter of the two men from the moment they’d arrived — was found by hotel staff in the lobby bar an hour later, three drinks in, shaking in a way that had nothing to do with the whiskey.
Beach sat across from him while Jay stood near enough to be useful and far enough to not loom.
“Mr. Pruitt.”
Pruitt looked up. Whatever bravado had brought two American businessmen to Hong Kong with an offer to buy their way into a casino’s management structure had entirely evaporated, leaving behind a frightened man twice Beach’s age who had just learned, in the worst possible way, the actual shape of what he’d been negotiating with.
“He wanted his son to run it,” Pruitt said, mostly to the glass in his hand. “Ted’s son. Just — installed. Like you’d install a manager at a car dealership. He kept saying the ownership structure was opaque enough that nobody would even notice who was actually pulling strings.” Pruitt laughed, short and ugly and frightened. “Somebody noticed.”
“Mr. Pruitt, I need you to listen to me

      ***
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