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The phone rang at three in the morning.

Brill Wingfield was awake. He was always awake at three in the morning. Sleep came in shifts now, had for years—two hours here, ninety minutes there, never more than three at a stretch. The body remembered things the mind tried to forget. The body kept watch.

He picked up on the second ring.

“Yes.”

“It’s Carver.” The voice was tight. Controlled. Carver never called unless the situation had already gone sideways. “I need you on a plane in two hours.”

Brill sat up. The apartment was dark except for the blue glow of the city through the window. Washington never really slept either. Just pretended. “Where?”

“Miami.”

“What’s the problem?”

“The Chief of Staff’s daughter. Nineteen years old. Spring Break. She’s been gone forty-eight hours.”

Brill stood and walked to the window. Fourteen floors down, a taxi rolled through an empty intersection. Someone was going somewhere at three in the morning. Someone always was. “Gone how?”

“Kidnapped. We think. Could be dead. Could be worse.”

Worse than dead. Brill knew what that meant. He’d seen worse than dead in six different countries. “FBI?”

“No FBI. No locals. No anyone. This stays quiet or the Chief of Staff loses his job and the administration loses the Chief of Staff three months before midterms.”

“So it’s political.”

“Everything’s political. But the girl is real and she’s missing and her father is sitting in his house in Chevy Chase trying not to put a gun in his mouth.”

Brill watched the taxi disappear around a corner. The street went empty again. “What’s my authority?”

“None. You don’t exist. You never existed. The girl gets found, you get paid and you disappear. The girl doesn’t get found, you disappear anyway.”

“Rate?”

“Fifty thousand. Another fifty when you bring her home.”

Brill did the math. Two weeks of work, maybe three if it got complicated. It would get complicated. It always got complicated. “I want seventy-five up front.”

“Done. There’s a ticket waiting for you at Reagan. Delta, five-forty AM to Miami International. A man named Kovach will meet you at baggage claim. He’s the Chief of Staff’s personal security. He’ll brief you.”

“Kovach know what I do?”

“Kovach knows you’re expensive and effective. That’s all he needs to know.”

“He going to get in my way?”

“That’s up to you.”

The line went dead.

Brill set the phone down and stood at the window for another minute. Somewhere in Miami, a nineteen-year-old girl was in trouble. Maybe she was already dead. Maybe she was praying someone would come. Maybe she’d stopped praying.

He turned away from the window and flipped on the lights.

The apartment was sparse. A couch. A table. A chair. A kitchen he rarely used. No pictures on the walls. No books on the shelves. Nothing that said anyone actually lived here. It was a place to keep clothes and weapons and wait for the phone to ring.

He showered fast and hot, standing under the water until his shoulder loosened up. The shoulder always hurt when rain was coming. A man in Bogotá had put a knife in it four years ago. Brill had put a bullet in the man’s forehead, but the knife had found cartilage and the cartilage remembered.

He dressed in jeans and a plain blue shirt and boots that looked worn but weren’t. The boots had steel in the toes and good traction. You could run in them. You could kick in them. You could stand in them for sixteen hours without your feet going numb.

The go-bag was already packed. It stayed packed. Clothes, toiletries, cash, three fake IDs, and a passport that said his name was Michael Warner. Michael Warner was a consultant from Denver. Michael Warner was boring. Nobody remembered Michael Warner.

The guns were in a safe in the bedroom closet. He opened it and pulled out a Glock 19 and a little Ruger LCP. The Glock went in the go-bag, broken down into pieces. TSA didn’t care if you flew with guns as long as you declared them and locked them up. The Ruger stayed behind. Miami would have guns. Miami always had guns.

He locked the apartment and took the elevator down to the garage. His car was a ten-year-old Honda Accord, silver, with a dent in the rear quarter panel. Invisible. Forgettable. Like him.

The drive to Reagan took twenty minutes. No traffic at four in the morning. Just trucks and cabs and people whose lives happened while everyone else was sleeping. He parked in long-term and walked into the terminal with the go-bag over his shoulder.

The ticket was waiting at the Delta counter, just like Carver said. The woman behind the counter smiled at him with practiced efficiency and handed him a boarding pass. She didn’t look at his face. Nobody ever looked at his face. He was average height, average build, average features. Brown hair going gray at the temples. A face you’d see in a grocery store and forget before you reached the parking lot.

Except for the eyes.

The eyes were black. Flat black. Shark black. No warmth in them. No light. People felt those eyes even when they weren’t looking. Some animal part of their brain recognized what they were seeing and sent up warning flares. Predator. Apex predator. The kind that didn’t announce itself until it was already too late.

The woman at the counter glanced up once, met his eyes for half a second, and looked away fast. Her smile faltered. She slid the boarding pass across the counter and said, “Have a nice flight,” but she didn’t mean it. She wanted him gone.

Brill took the boarding pass and walked toward security.

He was going to Miami.

A girl needed finding.

And somewhere in that city, someone was about to have a very bad day.
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The plane touched down at Miami International at eight-thirty in the morning.

Brill walked through the terminal with his go-bag and waited at baggage claim. The air conditioning fought a losing battle against the Florida heat that leaked in every time the doors opened. Tourists shuffled past with their rolling suitcases and their sunburned optimism. They were here for the beach. The clubs. The fantasy version of Miami that came in brochures and Instagram posts.

Brill was here for the version that didn’t make the brochures.

Kovach found him near carousel seven. He was easy to spot—six-three, two-forty, with a neck like a tree stump and a suit that cost more than most people’s monthly rent. Former Secret Service, probably. They all had the same look. The same haircut. The same way of scanning a room like they were reading a threat assessment.

“Wingfield?” Kovach’s voice matched his body. Deep and blunt.

“That’s right.”

Kovach looked him over. His eyes lingered on Brill’s face for a moment, then moved away quick. “Car’s outside. We’ll talk on the way.”

They walked through the terminal without speaking. Kovach led him to a black Suburban in the pickup lane. Another man sat behind the wheel, younger, with the same haircut and the same suit. Kovach opened the back door and Brill climbed in.

The Suburban pulled away from the curb and merged into traffic. The driver said nothing. Kovach turned in the passenger seat to face Brill.

“How much did Carver tell you?”

“Girl’s missing. Forty-eight hours. Chief of Staff’s daughter.”

“Madison Wright. Nineteen. Junior at Georgetown. She flew down here six days ago with three friends. They’re staying at the Fontainebleau. Spring Break. You know how it goes.”

Brill knew how it went. Rich kids and alcohol and bad decisions. Usually they went home with hangovers and stories they’d tell for the rest of their lives. Sometimes they didn’t go home at all.

“When did you know she was gone?”

“Two mornings ago. Her friends woke up and she wasn’t in the room. They figured she hooked up with someone and would show up later. She didn’t. By that night they were scared enough to call her father.”

“You call the cops?”

Kovach’s jaw tightened. “Chief of Staff made the call. No cops. No FBI. Nothing official. Madison has a security detail back in DC but she ditched them before she got on the plane. She wanted a normal Spring Break. Just her and her friends being regular college kids.”

“Nobody’s regular when their father works in the White House.”

“She didn’t see it that way. She posted everything on Instagram. Where they were going. What clubs. What restaurants. She made herself a target and didn’t even know it.”

The Suburban turned onto the causeway. Water stretched out on both sides, flat and blue and glittering in the morning sun. Miami Beach rose ahead like a promise. Hotels and high-rises and palm trees swaying in the wind that came off the ocean.

“Where are we going?” Brill asked.

“Beach house in Bal Harbour. The Chief of Staff rented it two days ago. It’s our command post. Everything runs through there.”

“Command post. How many people are working this?”

“You, me, and Driscoll here.” Kovach nodded toward the driver. “That’s it. Chief of Staff wants this tight. The fewer people who know, the fewer chances it leaks.”

Brill watched the city slide past. “What about her friends?”

“They’re still at the Fontainebleau. Scared. Lawyered up. Their parents flew in yesterday and nobody’s talking to anyone without counsel present.”

“They talk to you?”

“Enough. They told us Madison met some guy at a club two nights before she disappeared. Latin guy, mid-twenties, called himself Rico. Club promoter. He was buying them drinks, promised VIP access to some exclusive party. Madison was into it. The friends said she left with him around two AM. That’s the last time anyone saw her.”

“You get footage?”

“We pulled security cameras from the club. Grainy as hell but you can see Madison leaving with two men. One of them might be Rico. They got into a white panel van in the alley behind the club.”

“Plate?”

“Stolen. Reported missing three weeks ago from a plumbing company in Hialeah.”

Brill filed that away. Professionals didn’t steal plates three weeks in advance. This was planned. “What else?”

“That’s it. That’s everything we have. Two men, a white van, and a girl who’s been gone for forty-eight hours.”

The Suburban turned off the causeway and wound through streets lined with expensive homes. The houses sat behind walls and gates and manicured hedges. The kind of neighborhood where people paid for privacy and got it.

They pulled into a driveway and stopped in front of a two-story beach house with white stucco walls and a red tile roof. The windows were tinted dark. The lawn was perfect. A pelican sat on the seawall out back, watching the ocean.

Kovach got out and Brill followed. The heat hit him like a wall. Humid and thick and alive. His shirt was sticking to his back before they reached the front door.

Inside, the house was cold and modern. White furniture. Glass tables. Abstract art on the walls that probably cost six figures and meant nothing. The kind of place that got rented by people who had more money than time.

Kovach led him to a dining room that had been converted into an operations center. A long table covered in laptops and files and printed surveillance photos. A map of Miami Beach was tacked to the wall with pins marking locations. The Fontainebleau. The club where Madison was last seen. A red circle around South Beach.

A man sat at the table, middle-aged, with gray hair and the look of someone who hadn’t slept in days. He stood when they walked in.

“Mr. Wingfield. I’m Richard Wright.”

The Chief of Staff. Brill recognized him from television. He looked older in person. Smaller. The weight of the situation had hollowed him out.

They shook hands. Wright’s grip was firm but his palm was sweating.

“Thank you for coming,” Wright said. “Carver speaks highly of you.”

Brill said nothing. Words didn’t matter right now. Only results.

Wright gestured to the table. “This is everything we have. Security footage. Statements from Madison’s friends. Phone records. Social media. It’s not much.”

Brill stepped to the table and looked at the files. Photos of Madison smiling on a beach. Screenshots of Instagram posts. A grainy still from security footage showing a girl with long dark hair getting into a van.

“I need to talk to her friends,” Brill said.

“They’re not cooperative,” Kovach said. “Like I said, they’re scared and their lawyers—”

“I don’t care about their lawyers. I need to talk to them.”

Wright looked at Kovach. Something passed between them. A decision being made without words.

“All right,” Wright said. “Kovach will take you to the hotel. But be careful. If this gets out—”

“It won’t.”

Brill turned back to the table and picked up the security footage still. Two men and a girl. One moment frozen in time. The last moment Madison Wright was free.

He studied the image. The angles. The body language. The way one of the men had his hand on Madison’s lower back. Possessive. Guiding her.

This wasn’t a random snatch. This was a transaction.

Someone had ordered Madison Wright. And someone had delivered her.

Brill set the photo down and looked at the Chief of Staff. The man’s eyes were red. His hands were shaking.

“I’ll find her,” Brill said.

He didn’t say he’d find her alive. He never made promises he couldn’t keep.

Wright nodded. He didn’t ask for promises either. He’d been in Washington long enough to know better.

Kovach grabbed a set of car keys from the counter. “Let’s go talk to the girls.”

Brill followed him back to the Suburban. The pelican was still sitting on the seawall. It turned its head and watched them leave with ancient, indifferent eyes.















