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Chapter 1: Dead Reckoning
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Outside the bar door, Cutter Dane stopped.

Thirty seconds. The same thirty seconds he gave every unknown room before he walked into it. He checked what he was carrying. Wallet. Credentials. Phone. The folded surgical gloves in the inner coat pocket alongside the small notebook. Everything in its place.

He pushed through the door.

The bar smelled like salted peanuts and several decades of bad decisions. Neon beer signs threw red and blue light across a low ceiling. The regulars occupied the stools with the settled permanence of furniture — grizzled sailors and weathered coastal men who had been sitting in this specific arrangement, more or less, for most of their adult lives. They regarded him when he entered with the combination of suspicion and wary acceptance that bars like this reserved for strangers who didn't look lost.

He had already assessed them before the door swung shut behind him.

Three of them were worth talking to. He knew which three and in what order before he reached the bar.

"What are you drinking?" he asked the man on his left — sixties, commercial fisherman by the look of his hands, the kind of weathered that came from the water rather than from age.

The man told him. Cutter ordered it, and one for himself that he didn't intend to drink, and set money on the bar between them.

"I'm looking for a girl," Cutter said. "Seventeen. Traveling with a boy about a year older. You seen them?"

The fisherman studied his fresh glass. "Saw them. Week back, maybe. Boy had a mouth on him."

"Where were they headed?"

"North. Ferry north."

Cutter nodded and moved two stools down.

The second man knew the boyfriend's background without knowing he knew it — a grandmother up in Sitka, family history in these waters, the kind of situation that explained why a boy like that headed north when things got complicated. Cutter bought him a drink and asked two questions and got what he needed from the gaps between the answers.

The third man knew the route. The MV Isabel. The Alaska Marine Highway. Sitka as a stop.

By the time Cutter set money on the bar and buttoned his jacket, he had what he'd come for. The girl had been on the ferry. That same ferry left Bellingham in the morning. He had a ticket already.

He stepped out into the coastal night. The air off the water was cold and smelled of brine. He walked back to his motel without hurrying.

This was a job. Clean work. The kind that kept the lights on. He had been telling himself that for long enough that he almost always believed it.

*     *     *
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The MV Isabel was loading when Cutter got there, which meant he wasn't late.

He joined the boarding queue with his ticket already in hand. A gust came off the water and he pulled the brim of his fedora against it. The terminal's noise and movement registered as familiar — saltwater and diesel, the particular restlessness of people going somewhere. He noted what was worth noting — a couple near the entrance talking too quietly for the space between them, a dock worker moving against the foot traffic with the focused look of a man who wanted not to be noticed. He moved through the rest without attention.

He moved through the ferry's interior before going to the stateroom.

The cafeteria was doing its mid-morning business — coffee, the smell of something fried, the specific noise of people settling into a journey. He moved through it without stopping.

A woman sitting alone at a corner table stopped his scan for half a second. Mid-thirties. Practical clothes — the kind chosen for function rather than appearance. A physical notebook open in front of her rather than a laptop or a phone, which was unusual enough to register. A coffee cup she had stopped paying attention to long enough for it to go cold. She was not looking at the scenery passing outside the cafeteria windows. She was watching the passenger population with the quality of attention that processed rather than observed — moving over faces and body language and spatial relationships with the unhurried efficiency of someone doing this professionally.

Press or researcher. Indigenous Alaskan by appearance. Traveling alone with professional intent. Not a threat. Not a variable yet.

She did not look up when he passed. She was already watching something else.

He filed her and moved on.

His suitcase went to the stateroom. He moved toward the boarding ramp.

Nate was impossible to miss.

A hulking figure among the dock crew, jaw like poured concrete, moving with the deliberate economy of someone who had learned to conserve effort in genuinely difficult situations. Twenty years was a long time. Nate looked like he had earned every one of them.

The recognition was mutual and immediate. Something shifted in Nate's face — not quite a smile.

"Dane." His voice carried the low rumble Cutter remembered from a dozen bad situations. "Haven't seen you in a while. You still chasing ghosts?"

"Just the ones that won't let me rest."

Nate held his gaze for a moment. Nodded once. Went back to work.

Cutter watched him go. There was something specific about seeing a man from that life doing ordinary work in an ordinary place — the way Nate moved a loading cart with the same economy he had once used to move through rooms that were trying to kill them both. Twenty years. Cutter turned away from it and moved deeper into the ferry.

*     *     *
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The MV Isabel was large.

He noted its layout the way he noted any new space — exits, crew positions, vehicle deck access, the configuration of the passenger areas, the chokepoints, the sightlines from various positions on each deck. Not with wonder. With the specific attention of a man who liked to know where the doors were.

He moved through the ferry methodically. The passenger population registered as he passed through it, each category identified and filed.

The campers occupied the observation deck and the outer areas — gear-heavy, practically dressed, already oriented toward the scenery with the ease of people comfortable in confined spaces. The business travelers had claimed the interior lounges and the cafeteria's quieter corners, laptops open, phones active, their minds already somewhere else. The middle-class vacationers were the ferry's loudest population — families with children, couples with cameras, the organized chaos of people who had planned this trip for months and intended to experience all of it. And then the grizzled regulars: Alaska hands who rode these ferries the way others rode commuter trains, indifferent to the scenery, comfortable in the noise.

He was on the vehicle deck when he first saw them.

Two men walking side by side, neither speaking. Their heads moved with a specific quality — not the casual observation of tourists, not the distracted scanning of people looking for their car. A swivel. Deliberate, patterned, covering quadrants. They were walking the ship the way Cutter was walking the ship.

He noted them. Continued past without slowing.

The clothing was civilian but the movement pattern was professional. The way they positioned relative to each other — one slightly forward, one covering the rear quadrant — suggested coordination without communication. They had done this together before.

One data point was not a pattern. He moved on.

Twenty minutes later, on a different deck, he saw them again.

Same formation. Same scanning pattern. They had moved through the ferry in the same systematic way he had — methodically, without the stops and starts of people exploring. This crossing added two things to his read. The scan was too sustained and too patterned for a lost bag or a missing child. They were looking for a specific person. And the earpieces — small, flesh-toned, the kind worn by people who needed to receive information without making that need visible.

Not plainclothes police. Police in plainclothes carried a specific quality of authority that read even when they were trying not to project it — the relationship with official space, the way they oriented to exits out of habit. These men didn't have that quality. They had a different quality.

Corporate. Private.

Two data points was a pattern but not yet a picture. He didn't know who they were looking for. He didn't know who sent them. Both unknowns were interesting and neither of them was his job. He moved on.

He passed through the cafeteria for a coffee he didn't particularly want and saw them for the third time. They had taken up a position near the cafeteria's entrance — not eating, not drinking, watching the passengers who entered and exited.

Three crossings. Three different locations. The same formation, the same scanning pattern. They were not walking the ship randomly. They were working it systematically, which meant they had a method, which meant someone gave them a method, which meant they were resourced and directed.

Private security. Well-funded. Looking for someone specific who was somewhere on this ferry.

Cutter drank his coffee. Set the cup down.

Whatever they were looking for had nothing to do with a seventeen-year-old girl from Seattle who had fallen for a wild boy and made her great escape. His job was the Rostov case. His job was nearly done.

He moved on.

*     *     *
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He found a spot on the observation deck with sightlines in three directions and settled into it.

The Rostov case was essentially done. The girl was in Sitka. He was riding north to collect her. For the first time since he had taken the job there was no next move requiring his attention.

He watched the passengers. Families, mostly. Tourists. A man at the railing with a girl maybe four years old, lifting her so she could see over the top. The girl laughed at something — the water, the birds, nothing in particular. The man's hands were sure on her.

Cutter looked away.

The image didn't file cleanly. He knew why — he had always known why — and he had learned over a long time not to pull that thread while he was working. He was working now. He returned to watching the crowd and let the not-filing sit where it always sat, in the place where the drawer wouldn't close.
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Chapter 2: Heads on a Swivel
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The passenger population was what he expected — the same categories he had read during the walkthrough, now settled into the deck's rhythms. Campers at the railing, oriented toward the coastline. Families with children staking out chairs. A handful of the grizzled regulars who had found their spots and intended to keep them for the duration.

He checked his watch. Sitka was still hours north.

Then he found them.

They were not where he had last seen them. During the walkthrough they had been mobile — working the vehicle deck, the passenger lounges, the cafeteria in a systematic pattern, covering the ship methodically. Now they were stationary. They had taken up a position at the rear of the observation deck, two men standing in the specific stillness of people who were no longer searching.

They were watching.

Cutter didn't adjust his position. He kept his attention on the coastline passing off the port rail and let the rear of the deck exist in his peripheral awareness, the way he let any filed threat exist — present, monitored, not engaged.

The woman from the cafeteria was on the deck.

She had taken a position by the far wall near the forward railing — not the same position as the agents, not close enough to suggest connection, but with a sightline that covered the rear of the deck where they were standing. The notebook was open. She was not writing in it. She was watching them.

Not with the alarmed attention of a passenger who had noticed something unsettling. With the focused attention of someone who had already decided they were worth watching and was now doing so systematically.

She had read them before Cutter had, possibly — she had been in the cafeteria earlier, she had been watching the passenger population since boarding, she had the professional habit of someone whose work required knowing what didn't fit. He wasn't sure when he had last encountered someone outside his own field who looked at a room the way she was looking at this one. He filed the observation and moved on.

He kept her in his peripheral awareness alongside the agents and returned his attention to the coordinator's eye pattern. She was not his problem. Not yet.

During the walkthrough the two men had been in search mode — covering ground, eliminating possibilities, working toward a conclusion he couldn't identify. The transition from that to this was significant. They were no longer sweeping the full passenger population. Their sightlines were fixed on a specific zone of the deck. That kind of narrowing meant one thing — the search phase was over. They had found what they were looking for, or they knew where to wait for it to come to them.

He refined his read of each man now that stillness gave him time.

The first stood slightly forward — the coordinator. His eyes moved in a sequential pattern, covering the deck's entry points and the passenger areas in a repeating cycle. Deliberate. Trained. His body didn't move. Only his eyes did, and they moved the way a man's eyes moved when someone else had told them where to look.

The second stood slightly behind and to the right — the executor. His attention operated differently. It snapped to things at the edges of the coordinator's coverage zone and held on them. He was covering the gaps. Together they formed a surveillance unit with no blind spots.

The coordinator touched his earpiece once. A brief, habitual adjustment — not the gesture of someone receiving new information, but the unconscious check-in of someone confirming reception. They were receiving, not sending. Whoever was running this operation was not on the observation deck. Possibly not on the ferry at all.

That detail landed differently than the others. A remote command structure meant someone elsewhere had enough information to direct people on a civilian ferry without being visible. He had worked inside structures like that. He knew what they required — resources, patience, and a principal who had decided that whatever they were hunting was worth the exposure of deploying them.

Cutter scanned the deck's passenger population against the agents' sightlines. Nothing resolved into an obvious target. Everyone in the zone they were watching read as ordinary against the baseline he had established during the walkthrough. The target was either not visible from his current position or had not yet appeared on the deck.

The operation had advanced since the walkthrough. Whatever was going to happen on this ferry would happen soon.

He stayed with the observation for another two minutes. Nothing changed. The coordinator's eyes moved in their pattern. The executor's attention snapped and held. The earpiece sat in the coordinator's ear, receiving.

Cutter pushed off from the railing.

He left the deck at a pace that gave nothing away. The agents didn't register his departure. He had been furniture to them since the vehicle deck and he remained furniture as he went.

Behind him, the two men held their position at the rear of the observation deck — stationary, watching, waiting for something to arrive in the zone their sightlines covered.

Cutter moved deeper into the ferry.
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