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Chapter 1: Unfinished Business
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Cutter's hands were flat on the desk.

Pembroke reached into his suit coat and pulled out a cell phone encrusted with enough gold to fund a small army. 

The Alaska coat was on the chair where he'd left it when he walked in. The senator's email was in his inbox with its managed omissions. Valentina was somewhere in Seattle pulling a thread. The note in the coat's outer pocket had four words on it in a dead woman's handwriting. The week sat in the office with him. It had nowhere else to go.

Though Pembroke's voice was muffled, Cutter caught words like 'urgent' and 'be back in an hour.'

He waited.

A moment later, Pembroke ended the call and wrapped his fingers around the phone, as if it held the answers to all his questions. His gaze returned to Cutter.

Pembroke's blue eyes were the same shade as his own. "How do you know Natalie is missing?" Cutter asked.

Pembroke's fingers fumbled for a moment as he stuffed the phone back inside his suit pocket. He took a deep breath. "She never got on the plane to bring her back from Juneau."

"There could be many reasons why she missed her flight."

"It was a private jet," said Pembroke, his tone annoyed and impatient. "Sent to pick her up. It waited all day for her to show."

"No phone calls?" asked Cutter.

"None since the day before the missed flight."

Cutter leaned back in his chair. "Why come to me instead of going to the police?" The voice a low rumble. 

Pembroke's eyes bore into Cutter's face. "I didn't want to come to you. Natalie told me you saved her in Alaska. I think you put her in danger." He sighed heavily, his eyes flicking up at the white ceiling tiles stained gray with age. "I did go to the police the day after she missed the plane," he said, his words dripping with frustration and disappointment. "But they haven't been able to find her. That's when the assistant district attorney, Annabelle Lee, recommended you. She said you found her runaway daughter, Myra."

"I want Natalie back, Cutter," Pembroke said, his demanding voice cracking with a fragile thread of hope woven with fear. "Whatever it takes."

Cutter nodded. 

The decision had been made the moment Pembroke said her name. The negotiation was form.

"Very well," Cutter said. "I'll need all the information you can provide about Natalie—her friends, colleagues, any connections she might have made."

Pembroke nodded as he reached into his suit pocket once more, retrieving a pen and a notepad with the logo of the Black Pony Casino. "I'll write down everything I can think of," he said, his hand moving swiftly across the paper.

As Pembroke handed Cutter the note, their eyes met. "Find her, Cutter," Pembroke whispered. "Bring my daughter back."

"Yes," Cutter said. "Now, let's discuss my fee."

Pembroke leaned back in the chair. "Money is not an issue, Cutter. I'll pay whatever it takes to find my daughter."

"My receptionist has some paperwork for you to sign, outlining the daily fee, expense coverage, and other pertinent details."

Pembroke glanced at his watch, sprung out of the chair and leaned over the desk, his imposing figure looming over Cutter. "Find my girl, Cutter," he ordered.

He left a trail of expensive cologne behind him.

A moment later, the outer office door opened and Myra's gum snapped twice before she spoke. "He wants me to have him sign something?" she said. 

"The full service contract."

"Sure. Okay." 

The door closed. She had the specific manner of someone catching up — on paperwork, on education, on the ordinary mechanics of a life that had been interrupted. Cutter had found her in Bayland City. 

He looked at the coat on the chair.

Pembroke's voice had done something when it said her name. Not the information — he had processed missing persons disclosures hundreds of times and knew what they sounded like. This was the sound underneath the information. A father's fear, specific and unmanaged, arriving in his office without warning. Cutter had heard fathers afraid before. He had not reacted like this before.

He sat with that for a moment. He didn't know what he was sitting with.

Natalie Worthington had been in Juneau under the protection of a senator he did not trust. She had been in his peripheral awareness since the moment he left her there, in a way that was different from the operational tracking he'd done on the ferry — less systematic, more persistent. He had told himself it was professional continuity. A case that hadn't fully closed. He was good at telling himself things.

On the MV Isabel he had watched her move through danger the way very few people moved through it — not without fear, but with something stronger than fear running underneath it. A deep-felt sense of what was right and what wasn't, operating below the level of calculation. He had noticed it the way he noticed things he didn't need to notice. He had filed it. He had been filing things about her since Bellingham and he was only now registering how full the file had gotten.

The drawer was crowded.

Now her father was sitting across from him with the same blue eyes and a casino logo on his notepad, and the fear in that man's voice had made something visible that Cutter had been successfully not looking at for nine days. He didn't know what that something was. He didn't know why his chest felt the way it did when Pembroke said her name, or why the feeling didn't resemble anything in his operational experience, or why he couldn't find the right drawer to put it in.

He had spent twenty years converting everything into information he could use. Fear became threat assessment. Pain became damage inventory. Loss became a closed file. He was good at the conversion. He had always been good at the conversion.

Whatever this was, it wasn't converting.

The decision had already been made the moment Pembroke said her name. That much he understood. Everything else he did not understand, and he had the specific discomfort of a man sitting inside a feeling he has no name for and no previous experience of, which is the worst kind of discomfort for a man who has always known what things are.

He reached for the phone.
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Chapter 2: Blood and Blades
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The cab dropped him at Natalie's building. He had Pembroke's key and the address from the notepad with the casino logo.

Cutter slipped the key into the lock. The apartment door opened on blood and glass.

He stood in the doorway for two seconds — enough to read the room before anything in it had been disturbed by his presence. 

This was her space. He registered that the way he registered everything — as information, filed before he knew he was filing it. The books on the shelf visible from the doorway. The quality of the furniture. The specific way a person's life arranges itself around them without their awareness. He had stood in hundreds of crime scenes. He had not stood in one that belonged to someone whose file would not stay closed.

This was her space — violated.

Furniture overturned. A lamp down. The wall above the overturned desk marked with blood that had been moving fast when it landed. The smell was the specific metallic smell of blood that has had time to thicken. Not recent. Several hours at minimum.

He put on his gloves and went in.

Two men on the living room floor. Knives. Defensive wounds on both — the hands, the forearms, the posture of a body that tried to block before it stopped trying. No staged arrangement. No robbery configuration — wallets still present, visible through jacket fabric. This was not about what was in the apartment. This was about someone who had been in the apartment.

He read the positions. Two operations that had arrived at the same location with competing objectives and resolved it the way competing operations resolved things when no one was in charge of the outcome.

He moved to the overturned desk. Antique — the kind of piece chosen for its carvings rather than its function. He ran his gloved fingers along the carved edges of the leg, reading the construction the way he read any structure he hadn't seen before. His fingers found the seam before he was looking for it. He applied pressure. The compartment opened.

Three objects in the velvet-lined space. A micro disk card, thumbnail-sized. A small key, unidentified. And a double helix pendant on a delicate chain — identical to the one Natalie had worn on the MV Isabel, the one he had noticed in the cafeteria and had not needed to notice.

He pocketed all three. Closed the compartment. Moved on.

The desk chair was on its side. Cutter righted it and sat down. 

He pulled out his phone and called the closest detective on his list.

After several rings: "What trouble are you in now, Dane."

Cutter picked up a busted picture frame next to his boot. It held a photograph of Natalie standing next to a blond woman. He was studying the photo and the expensive metal frame when Detective Rafael Navarro entered Natalie's apartment.

Navarro walked the room without acknowledging Cutter. He went to the bodies first, crouched over each one in sequence, read what the positions told him. A man testing a read he had already started building before he arrived. When he was done he stepped over to Cutter. "Who's the blond?" he asked.

Cutter replied, "I don't know her."

"That's Lynnea Jennsen," Navarro said. "She vanished the same day as Natalie."

Cutter said nothing. He looked at the photograph.

Two women. Natalie and a blond. Around each of their necks, a pendant on a delicate chain. He did not look at his coat pocket. He held the photograph and let Navarro watch him hold it.

Navarro leaned in. "You always know more than you let on, Dane," he said.

"I'm here for Natalie," Cutter said. "Same as you."

Neither of them was saying what they knew. That was the shape of the conversation and both of them understood it.

The arrival of the crime scene team broke the room open. "What have you found?" Navarro asked. 

Cutter merely shook his head.

He left with the photograph and three objects in his pocket that he had not mentioned.

In the cab back to the office he held the photograph in his coat pocket without looking at it. He knew what it showed. Two women on a hill, the ocean behind them, matching pendants. Natalie's face in a register he had not seen on the ferry — open, unmanaged, the specific warmth of a person who is not performing anything for anyone.

He had carried a version of her for nine days. He was only now understanding that the version he had carried was the one she allowed to be visible. Whatever was in the photograph was the one she didn't.

He didn't know why that mattered to him. He put the photograph back in his pocket and watched Seattle move past the cab window and did not find an answer before he got home.
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Chapter 3: Digital Revelations

[image: ]


The micro disk card appeared empty. Cutter turned it over in his fingers, then set it on the desk.

Natalie didn't leave empty things.

Valentina could read what he couldn't. He'd found her on a case three years ago — a gaming tournament, a trust-fund teenager, a deal struck across a tournament stage that he had not expected to need and had not forgotten. He took the disk to her.

Valentina's den occupied the ground floor of a building that looked closed from the outside. Servers along two walls, screens across a third, the fourth wall bare except for a corkboard dense with printed maps and printed code. The room smelled of cigarette smoke and cold coffee. She was at her desk when he arrived, neon-pink and electric-blue hair pulled back, smoky gray eyes moving from her screen to him without particular surprise.

"You again, Dane?" 

"Nice to see you too," Cutter said.

"Got a bit of a puzzle for you. Empty disk that's anything but empty."

She held out her hand. He gave her the disk.

She slid the disk into a reader, typed for thirty seconds, and turned one of her monitors toward him. Three directories.

"Anything yet?" he asked.

"Give it a minute, detective. Hacking isn't an exact science," she said, without looking up. Then: "Looks like this disk had more to say than it let on."

She opened the first directory. Video files.

The videos that played on the screen were the same videos from J&H
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