
Table of Contents

SeaTree III

Prologue

ACT ONE | Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

ACT TWO | Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

ACT THREE | Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Also By Larry McGarr


SeaTree III

SeaTree series, Book 3

Larry J. McGarr

––––––––
[image: ]


Published by Larry McGarr 2026

COPYRIGHT © 2026 BY Larry J. McGarr

All rights reserved. No portion of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher. Printed in the United States of America.

This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

ISBN 979-8-9985581-5-3 – (eBook)

ISBN 979-8-9985581-6-0 – (paperback edition)

Published by Larry J. McGarr

Prologue

ACT ONE

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

ACT TWO

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

ACT THREE

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​Prologue

[image: ]


The container was still rocking when Ellie came back to herself.

She surfaced slowly, hauled up through layers of drugged sleep by the pitch and roll of the ship beneath her. For a long moment, she didn't move. Just breathed. Let her senses come back one at a time, the way she'd trained herself to do in the aftermath of Abe Abrahamson's world — carefully, because panic cost more than it was worth.

Her wrists ached where the chains bit into skin. Her skull throbbed. Her throat felt like cracked concrete, and her stomach rolled with the ship's movement and something deeper, something that had nothing to do with the sea.

Then the smell hit her.

Sweat and urine and the sour edge of rot, so thick in the air that breathing felt like work. A faint sulfur tang seeped through the vent holes punched high into the container's walls. It didn't help. The heat pressed down without mercy — the kind that settles into your bones and sets up permanent residence.

How long? A week, maybe. Ten days. The needle, the cold rush up her arm, the ground coming up fast — that part she remembered. Everything after was fragments.

She opened her eyes.

Thin threads of light filtered through the vents. In that pale, reluctant glow, she counted the others. Twelve. Women and girls crammed into the steel box with her, ranging from her own age down to children so small they should have been home in bed. Five years old. Six, maybe. Some slept against the walls or curled into the sides of older women. Others were awake, watching her with wide, exhausted eyes — holding their fear the way you hold water in cupped hands. Steady. Careful. Trying not to spill.

The ship groaned. Waves struck the hull in irregular rhythms, each impact reverberating through the metal floor beneath her palms.

Nobody is coming.

She knew it the moment the thought formed, and she didn't waste time arguing with it. The crew above thought this container held cargo. No one was going to open that door to check on them. Marcus didn't know where she was. Alex didn't either. Larry didn't. She was offshore and moving, and the distance between her and anyone who gave a damn was growing by the hour.

She made herself look at what she had.

Three five-gallon buckets in the far corner. Their purpose was obvious and humiliating. The chains were long enough to reach them — somebody's idea of consideration. Cases of bottled water and military-surplus MREs were stacked along the opposite wall. Enough, if they were careful. The traffickers had done the math. They needed their cargo to arrive alive.

A woman beside her leaned close. "The buckets will overflow before long." Her voice was low, controlled. Eastern European accent, maybe Ukrainian. "No one is coming to empty them." Her eyes moved briefly across the container to a young woman coughing into her sleeve, shoulders shaking with the effort. "And if someone gets really sick — there's nothing we can do."

"What's your name?" Ellie asked.

"Nadia."

Ellie looked at the coughing woman, and at the children against the walls; at the thin light sliding across the floor with each swell of the sea. She felt fear move through her — real and cold — and she let it. She'd learned not to fight it. Fear meant she understood what she was dealing with. It was the girls who stopped being afraid that you had to watch.

She had been here before. Not exactly here — not this isolated, not this far offshore. But she had been chained and moved and treated like freight, and she had survived it by staying useful. Staying present and waiting for the moment, because the moment always comes. You just had to be ready when it did.

One bottle of water per person per day. The MREs were divided and shared. The buckets on a rotation, everyone looking away, whatever shred of dignity that was afforded. It wasn't much. But it was something she could start right now, and right now was what she had.

A soft sound drew her — a child crying quietly, working hard not to be heard. A girl of about twelve, dark-haired, pressed close against Nadia's side, trying to make herself smaller in a space that was already too small.

"Maria," Nadia said. "The cartel took her from her family in Mexico. Posed as relatives. Brought her across the border and sold her in Chicago the same night they took you." She paused. "She doesn't speak English."

Ellie looked at the girl. She thought about all the girls she hadn't been able to help before — the ones who had passed through Abe's operation like ghosts, there and gone, their names unknown to her. How easy it was to disappear in a world that wasn't paying attention.

She caught Maria's eye and held it gently. Then she raised her own wrist and slowly, deliberately, began rubbing the skin where the chain had left its mark — showing her. Maria watched, uncertain, then mirrored the motion. A small nod passed between them. Ellie reached into her pocket and found, somehow still there, a crumpled energy bar. She broke it in half and held out one piece. Maria took it carefully, as though it might be snatched back. She ate it in small, deliberate bites.

Then Ellie began to hum. Low and quiet, barely above breath. Amazing Grace — the only song that came to her, the one her grandmother had sung in a kitchen that smelled like coffee and winter mornings. Maria went still. She listened. Then, haltingly, she hummed a few notes back. Tears ran down her face without any change in her expression at all.

Ellie let the song continue. Soft and unfinished. A thread of something stretched between them in the dark.

After a while, Nadia spoke again. "I heard them talking before they forced us in here—buyers in Jeddah. Wealthy men. Well-connected." She said it with the flat effect of someone who had already processed the horror and filed it away. "The Kafala System. Legal bondage. Once you're inside it, there's almost no way out."

"Almost," Ellie said.

She meant it. Never was something people said when they needed you to stop looking for the door. She had found doors in places that had no business having them.

She looked around at the faces turned toward her in the dim light — frightened, exhausted, some of them so young that fear like this was supposed to be beyond their knowing.

"We watch," she said, quiet enough that only the women nearby could hear. "We wait. We take care of each other. We stay as strong as we can. And when the moment comes —" she paused, “We move."

She closed her eyes briefly.

Lord, I don't know if rescue is coming. But I know you're not absent. Give us strength for today. Give us eyes to see the way out. Watch over these children.

A boot scraped the deck above. Then a voice cut through the vents — flat, bored, the voice of a man who did this for a living and had stopped thinking about it.

"Quiet in there."

Ellie didn't move. Didn't look up. She had met men like him before. Men who needed you were afraid because fear was the only leverage they knew how to use. She wasn't going to hand him any more than he already had.

The ship pressed on through dark water.

She sat with her back straight and her chains loose in her lap, and she thought about SeaTree. The smell of salt air off the harbor. The way the light came through the windows at ChrissyDee's in the early morning. The sound of Cap's nails on the kitchen floor.

She was going to get back to it.

And she was going to bring Maria with her if she had to carry the girl on her back the whole way home.

Scared, she thought. But not done.
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​​ACT ONE

​​Chapter One
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The Elizabeth River doesn't smell like anything pretty at two in the morning.

Zara Hale had been standing at the chain-link fence long enough to know this. Diesel. Salt. The metallic memory of rain on wet asphalt. She had her collar up and her dark ponytail whipping sideways in the wind off the water, doing the thing she always did at moments like this — standing still while everything else moved, looking for the detail that didn't belong.

She'd filed two pieces already. Charleston, then Baltimore. Good pieces. Clean, data-heavy, the kind her editor circled and called important — the old-hardline Iranian faction's re-mining of the Strait of Hormuz, every Gulf-bound ship rerouted around the Cape of Good Hope, insurance premiums up forty-three percent, transit times stretched from fourteen days to twenty-one. American exporters are bleeding margin. American shelves are quietly getting more expensive.

Her editor loved the numbers.

Zara had learned a long time ago that the numbers were never the story. The story was always underneath.

She raised the battered Nikon and found Pier 7 in the viewfinder. The Al Miraj sat heavy in the water — a Panamax container ship under a Liberian flag of convenience, deck lights blazing white against the midnight blue. Cranes groaned overhead, stacking the last forty-foot boxes. Longshoremen moved the way longshoremen always moved at this hour — slowly, without particular interest in anything beyond the next shift change.

Then she found the six men.

Unmarked black tactical gear. No flags. No company patches. Nothing on them said who they worked for or who they answered to. They held their rifles low and easy, the way men carry weapons when weapons are simply furniture, and they never drifted more than ten feet from three specific containers near the stern. Every longshoreman who wandered too close got the same thing: a look that moved him along without a word being said.

Zara had covered enough sensitive cargo runs to recognize a hard perimeter. She knew what “don't come closer” looked like when it wasn't wearing a sign.

But it was the containers themselves that made her lower the camera.

She'd seen thousands of them. They came in every variation of rust-streaked orange, faded blue, dented gray — the working palette of global commerce, beaten by weather and stacked and restacked across every ocean until the paint gave up. These three were different. Pristine white. Not new-white, not recently painted — deliberately white, the kind of choice someone makes for a reason. No hazard placards. No shipping logos. No identifying marks of any kind except a single small stencil on each, the same image repeated: a stylized wing, delicate and precise, the kind of thing you'd find in an old Persian miniature if you knew where to look.

She stood there in the diesel-and-salt dark and let the feeling settle into her chest without rushing it, without naming it before it was ready to be named.

Something was wrong with those containers.

Not the armed escort — that was wrong in the ordinary way secrets are wrong, the way money changing hands in the dark is wrong. This was different. This was the feeling she'd got in Marseilles three years ago, standing outside a warehouse that turned out to contain people. The feeling she'd gotten in Karachi the year before that, which had cost her an editor, two sources, and six months of sleep.

She didn't know what was in those boxes.

She checked her watch anyway. 01:47. The Al Miraj was due to cast off at 0400, originally bound for Jeddah. With the Hormuz route closed, she'd swing south — around Africa, seven extra days of fuel and wages. Zara's editor would call that the human cost of renewed Iranian trouble.

Zara was already thinking about Jeddah.



Harbormaster Ruiz had a small office that smelled like burnt coffee and two decades of paperwork. He didn't blink when Zara slid two hundreds across his desk. Twenty-three years on the docks had acquainted him with the quiet transaction. He angled his tablet so only she could see, then leaned back in his chair and looked at the middle distance the way men do when they've decided they're not there.

"Manifest's all digital now," he said, at the low volume of a man who has learned discretion the hard way. "But the system doesn’t always catch the fine print."

She scanned the entries for the three white containers. Origin: Norfolk. Destination: Jeddah. Cargo description: Agricultural equipment — fragile. Declared weight light enough to raise an eyebrow. Insurance valuation: redacted. Consignee: a generic Saudi forwarding agent with an address that wouldn't trace back to anything.

Agricultural equipment.

Ruiz coughed into his fist. "Captain's not happy about the extra week. Kills his bonus." He glanced at the two bills without touching them. "But those security boys paid triple. Cash, up front. Loaded their own crates under cover of darkness last night. No dock crew."

"You see their faces?"

"Didn't want to."

She thanked him and slipped back out into the dark, between the idle straddle carriers, and stood there for a moment with the night air against her face and that feeling still sitting in her chest where she couldn't dislodge it.

She thought about Marseilles. She thought about Karachi.

Then she put those thoughts in the place where she kept all the things she'd seen that she hadn't figured out how to unsee, went back to her rented Jeep, and booked the cheapest red-eye out of Norfolk. Delta through Atlanta, then Jeddah. She'd beat Al Miraj by days. She could watch the offload. See who met those containers. See where they went after.



She drove home through empty streets with the overnight news radio low in the cab. Another Iranian missile test. More saber-rattling. The usual soundtrack of a world that lurched from crisis to crisis without ever asking why.

She barely heard it.

She was thinking about the wing on those containers. Small. Precise. Persian, maybe — or something older than Persian. The kind of symbol that meant something to someone, somewhere, in a language she hadn't learned yet.

There was a story there. She could feel the shape of it, the way you feel a room in the dark — not seeing it, just knowing it's there, knowing the edges of it by what you keep bumping into.

She didn't know about the women and children locked inside those three white boxes, rocking with the current, breathing recycled air.

She didn't know about the men who would stand at this same pier two weeks from now, looking for a ship that was already gone.

She just knew the manifest was wrong, the containers were wrong, and the men with the rifles were wrong, and that somewhere between Norfolk and Jeddah the truth was riding the open Atlantic, waiting.

Zara Hale had been following that kind of wrong her whole life.

She went home and packed light, the way she always did — the way a woman packs when she learned early that staying in one place too long was its own kind of danger.

The Al Miraj was already turning toward open water.

And Zara was already gone.
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The clock on Lucas Michaels' nightstand read 2:00 AM.

He lay in the dark, staring at the ceiling, sleep having come and gone in restless pieces. The dreams had been bad again — Preacher Joe's voice threading through them like smoke, all fire and finality, the kind of warnings that don't leave you when you wake. He was still working out whether he was awake or not when his phone buzzed against the nightstand, and the name on the screen settled it.

David Riggs. The county sheriff didn't call at 2:00 AM with good news.

Lucas picked up. "David."

"Lucas." No preamble, no apology for the hour. "It's Ellie Cooper."

He was already sitting up. "What happened?"

"Her car turned up off Route 98, near the diner. Wallet still inside, phone smashed. From what we can piece together, she's been missing for close to a week. Maybe longer."

The words landed like something physical. Ellie. Five years ago, she had walked out of Abe Abrahamson's operation barely alive, and SeaTree had put her back together — slowly, painstakingly, the way you repair something that was never supposed to break in the first place. She had only just left, weeks ago, striking out on her own for the first time since all of it. Lucas had stood on the porch and watched her drive away, and told himself she was ready.

"Trafficked?" he asked, though part of him already knew.

"Can't say for certain. But a witness saw a black SUV running a close tail on her that night, and we haven't been able to pull plates. I'm reaching out to Midwest authorities for traffic cam access, but you know how that goes." A pause. "Figure your people might move faster."

"You figured right," Lucas said. "Keep me posted if anything breaks on your end."

He hung up and sat in the dark for a moment — just one — before he let himself move.

Chrissy had woken beside him, propped on one elbow, her eyes already alert in the way of someone who had learned that late calls in this house rarely meant nothing. "Lucas."

He told her everything, keeping his voice level. She reached for his hand in the dark and held it, and that steadied him more than he would have said out loud.

"I need to get Marcus," he said.

She was already nodding. Then her face shifted — the same thought arriving for both at the same moment. Laura was at college. The twins were asleep down the hall. She kissed him at the door anyway, firm and deliberate. The kind of kiss that meant “come back and bring her home”.

Cap was waiting in the kitchen, ears up, reading the room. The Belgian Malinois had been Laura's dog first — had slept at the foot of her bed since he was a pup, self-appointed guardian of the eldest Michaels child. Since she'd left for school, he'd moved through the house with a quiet restlessness that Lucas understood more than he wanted to admit.

"Stay," Lucas told him. "Take care of them."

Cap sat. He didn't like it, but he sat.



Marcus Andino's truck was already pulling alongside Lucas's by the time Lucas had warmed the engine. The man climbed out looking like someone who hadn't been asleep to begin with — alert, already somewhere inside the problem. Lucas gave him the short version on the way to Larry's place.

Larry Raynes opened his front door before they reached the porch steps. He was in work clothes, like he'd been up. He took one look at Lucas's face and said, "It's Ellie, isn't it?"

Not a question.

He stood there for a moment with his hand on the doorframe, jaw tight, and something moved across his face that he didn't try to hide. Whatever had passed between him and Ellie over the years — the complicated history of a stepdad who hadn't always gotten it right — none of that mattered now. "What do you need from me?" he said.



That was two days ago.

Now the three of them — Lucas, Marcus, and Alex Drago — were crowded around a folding table in the SeaTree safe room, surrounded by printed stills and open laptop screens, coffee going cold at the edges of the table.

"Here." Marcus tapped a frozen frame from the diner's parking lot camera, timestamp nine days back. Ellie's car is pulling out; headlights cut across the lot. And there, at the edge of the frame in the tree line, was a dark SUV, with no lights running, positioned with the patience of someone who knew how to wait. "Professional tail. Whoever this was, they'd done it before."

Alex pulled up a sequence of Illinois DOT traffic cam footage, threading it frame by frame. "She headed west on I-55. We lost her somewhere before Lincoln — best guess is she turned off near Joliet. The SUV stays with her through every frame we have."

The break came from a tollbooth camera, the image sharp enough to matter: an Illinois plate, clear and readable. Marcus ran it through his database. The result came back in under a minute.

"Shell corporation. Offshore front." He scrolled without looking up. "My contact at the agency traced the vehicle to a warehouse in Gary — a known trafficking staging point." He paused. "Port manifests put the same transport chain at Norfolk. A ship called the Al Miraj." Another pause. "She sailed five days ago. Destination Jeddah."

The room went quiet.

Lucas broke it. "Saudi Arabia."

"Kafala system," Marcus said, his voice going flat in the way it did when he was holding something down. "Once a person is inside it, they are legally bound to their employer. No movement, no recourse, no way out without permission that will never come." He stopped. Started again. "Time is the problem. Every hour that the ship moves is another hour she's further from us."

"She's alive," Alex said. He said it the way you state a fact you've decided to treat as non-negotiable. "She's a fighter, and she's alive. We focus on what we can do."

Marcus nodded once. "Norfolk. We start at the port."



They drove through the night, Lucas behind the wheel and unwilling to be anywhere else. The Shenandoah Mountains rose and fell around them in the dark. By mid-morning, they were pulling into Norfolk, the air carrying the salt-and-diesel smell of a working port.

The port authority building was utilitarian and indifferent to urgency. Lucas laid his badge on the counter with the quiet authority of a man who understood that jurisdiction is sometimes less about geography than about presence. Marcus and Alex flanked him and said nothing. He introduced them as investigators with Sentinel Recovery. The dock manager's shrug said it wouldn't be the first time the CIA or some alphabet agency came through dressed as something else.

It took two hours to find someone useful, and another hour after that before they had the Al Miraj's manifest in front of them.

Marcus studied it in silence. Then he let out a long, slow breath.

Sixteen thousand shipping containers.

Industrial machinery. Construction equipment. Electronics. Consumer goods. A floating city of cargo, anonymous and enormous. Estimated arrival in Jeddah: fifteen to thirty days, contingent on weather and Suez Canal traffic.

"Intermediate stops," the dock manager offered. "Algeciras in Spain. Damietta in Egypt. Before the final unload in Jeddah."

"Can we intercept?" Lucas asked.

"Theoretically," Marcus said. "But boarding and searching sixteen thousand containers in a foreign port where we have no jurisdiction and no legal standing” He left it there.

"Thermal imaging can detect heat signatures," Alex said, "but not through thick steel. Not unless there's leakage around door seals or ventilation gaps. Not reliable enough to find one container out of sixteen thousand."

Lucas looked at them both. "Then we don't search the ship. We find the people who put her on it and make them tell us exactly where she is."

Neither man argued.

They thanked the dock manager and walked back out into the Norfolk afternoon, the sun bright and indifferent over the water. Before they reached the truck, Marcus and Alex both had phones to their ears — calling in debts, pulling threads, reaching for the kind of help that doesn't appear in any official directory.

Lucas drove. Hands steady on the wheel, eyes on the road.

He thought about Ellie — who had survived Abe Abrahamson, who had rebuilt herself from nothing, who had driven away from SeaTree six weeks ago with her chin up and her eyes forward.

She was still out there.

And he was not done looking.
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Laura Michaels came home the way she always did when she came home this way — quietly, and between one breath and the next.

One moment, she was standing in her dorm room in Charlottesville, backpack strapped on, the sounds of Friday afternoon drifting up from the quad below her window. The next, she was standing in the familiar dark of the cavern beneath MacBride Mountain, the air cool and still and smelling of deep earth and something older than she had words for. The transition never startled her anymore. It was simply a door that existed only for her, and she had learned to move through it the way you navigate your own house in the dark — by feel, by memory, by something that lived below conscious thought.

She stood for a moment and let the cavern settle around her.

The tree was there, as it always was — though "there" wasn't quite the right word for something you couldn't fully see. The cavern floor lay submerged beneath several feet of dark water, still and black as obsidian, its surface broken only by the faint bioluminescent glow rising from somewhere beneath. The tree stood in that water, its massive trunk disappearing below the surface, its upper reaches climbing into the darkness above. The Council's decision had been deliberate: keep the water in, keep the tree hidden, give the ground-penetrating radar nothing to find. Not until they were certain there were no others watching — no remnants of the Beltway network, no new interests drawn to SeaTree for the wrong reasons.

Laura crouched at the water's edge and let her fingers rest on the surface, the cold of it spreading up through her hand. She held still and waited.

The response came the way it always came — not in words, not in images, but in something that moved through the water and into her palm and settled in her chest like a slow, deep breath. Present. Aware. Unhurried by anything that made human beings afraid.

I'm home, she thought. For the weekend.

Below the surface, the light shifted — colors moving in recognition of her presence. Laura smiled, stood, and shouldered her bag.



She heard them before she saw them.

Aiden's voice carried across the yard at a volume that suggested he'd been told at least twice to use his inside voice and had decided this information did not apply to him outdoors. Elena's laughter followed, higher and breathless, the kind that meant she was either winning or had just done something she wasn't supposed to. Laura came around the corner of the house and found them exactly where she expected — in the yard, in the middle of some elaborate game whose rules appeared to be improvised and hotly disputed.

Eight years old. She kept forgetting how eight looked until she saw it — the total physical commitment to whatever they were doing, the absolute certainty that this moment was the most important moment that had ever existed.

"Laura!" Elena spotted her first, the way Elena always spotted things first, and launched herself across the yard with the abandon of a child who has never once doubted she would be caught.

Laura caught her, swung her up, and buried her face in her little sister's hair. She smelled like the outside and something faintly chocolatey, which Laura decided not to investigate.

"You're here!" Elena announced, as though delivering news to the yard at large.

"I'm here," Laura confirmed.

Aiden arrived then, crashing into Laura's side at full speed. She grabbed him with her free arm and held both at once, her chin on top of Aiden's head, and felt something in her chest unknot that she hadn't fully realized was knotted.

She'd been gone ten weeks this time. Ten weeks was nothing. Ten weeks was also a very long time when the people you missed were eight.

The back door opened, and Cap came through it like a dark, graying comet.

He was seven now, and it showed — silver crept into the fur around his muzzle and above his eyes, softening the sharp Belgian Malinois angles of his face into something that looked, Laura had always thought, a little like wisdom. He was still fast. He crossed the yard in seconds and hit her at knee level, tail moving in the frantic, full-body way that meant he had temporarily forgotten his dignity, which for Cap was the sincerest possible expression of love.

Laura crouched down, twins still clinging to her, and let him push his graying muzzle into her hands. "Hey, boy," she said softly. "Hey. I know."

He made a sound low in his throat — not quite a whine. More like a grievance, lodged formally and for the record.

"I missed you, too," she told him.

He stayed pressed against her leg for the rest of the afternoon.



Dinner was loud in the way dinner at the Michaels' house had become with the twins — comfortably, warmly, several conversations happening at overlapping volumes and nobody particularly troubled by it. Chrissy had made pot roast, which meant the house had smelled extraordinary for hours, and Aiden had set the table with the focused solemnity he brought to any task he decided was important, which apparently included ensuring every fork was at a precise right angle to the plate.

Laura sat in her old chair and felt the contentment of a thing that fits the way it was always meant to fit.

Her father sat across from her, and she watched him the way she always watched him when she first came home — checking, cataloging, reassuring herself. Lucas Michaels was not an old man, but he was a man who carried things, and sometimes that showed in the set of his shoulders or the lines around his eyes. Tonight, those lines were deeper than she remembered, and there was something deliberate in the way he was being cheerful with the twins — the way a person is cheerful when they are working at it.

She waited until Chrissy had the twins settled and the first flurry of dinner had subsided before she said, "Dad. Tell me about Ellie."

The table shifted. Not dramatically — Chrissy's expression didn't change, exactly, and her father didn't flinch. But the quality of the air in the room changed the way it does when something that's been talked around suddenly gets named directly.

Aiden looked up from his pot roast. "Who's Ellie?"

"A friend," Lucas said, in the calm, simple way he had of answering children's questions with the truth and nothing more than the truth. "She needs help right now."

"Are you going to help her?" Elena asked.

"We're working on it."

Elena considered this and returned to her dinner, satisfied. Aiden did the same. They had grown up in a house where helping people in trouble was simply what you did — as unremarkable and fundamental as setting the table.

Lucas looked at Laura. "Marcus and Alex have traced her to a shipping container on a vessel called the Al Miraj. She's been at sea for over a week. Bound for Jeddah."

"Saudi Arabia," Laura said.

"Yes."

She absorbed this. "And the plan?"

"Find the men responsible for putting her on that ship and work back through the chain to find out exactly which container she's in. Once we know that, we look at interception — Algeciras, possibly Damietta, before the ship reaches Jeddah." He paused. "It's slow. We're still ahead of it, but it's slow."

Laura set her fork down. "I want to help."

Her father looked at her steadily. "Laura —"

"I know what you're going to say."

"Then you know I'm right."

"I know you're scared," she said, gently but without backing down. "That's not the same thing."

Chrissy was quiet at the end of the table, watching both with the patient attention of someone who knows better than to interrupt a conversation that needs to happen.

Lucas leaned forward, elbows on the table, voice dropping to exclude the twins, who had moved on to a whispered negotiation about whose piece of bread was bigger. "Even setting aside the question of danger — and I'm not setting it aside; I'm just setting it aside for the moment — what you're describing is not a simple extraction. It's a moving target on international waters, in a country where we have no standing, surrounded by people who cannot know what you can do. You cannot appear out of nowhere. You cannot disappear in front of witnesses. If something goes wrong and you are more than a few steps from somewhere private, you are trapped the same as anyone else."

"I've gone farther than Saudi Arabia," Laura said quietly.

Her father went still.

It was the first time she had told him that directly, and she watched him absorb it — the slight widening of his eyes, the careful adjustment of what he thought he knew. She hadn't meant to say it quite like that. But it was true, and he deserved the truth.

"The witnesses are the problem," she continued. "I know that. I can't walk into a container hold, port out with Ellie in front of a crew, and disappear. That's not something I can do safely — not for Ellie, not for the mission, and not for what we need to protect." She held his gaze. "But if Marcus and Alex can get someone on that ship — or if there's a port stop and someone can get access long enough to tell me exactly where she is and clear the area. “

"That is an enormous number of conditionals," her father said.

"Yes. It is. But it's not impossible."

The table was quiet. Aiden had abandoned the bread negotiation and was watching his father and his sister with the focused attention of a child who knows something important is happening without knowing what it is. Elena had climbed down from her chair and was leaning against Laura's arm. Laura put a hand on her without thinking, steadying her, keeping her close.

"I'm not saying send me in now," Laura said. "I'm saying don't close the door. When you know where she is — when the conditions are right — I want to be part of the conversation. That's all I'm asking."

Lucas looked at his daughter for a long time. Then he looked at Chrissy, who looked back at him with an expression that said clearly, without words: this is your decision, and I'll support whatever you decide, and I also think she's right.

He picked up his fork. "We'll talk about it when we know more."

Not yes. But not no either. Laura knew her father well enough to know the difference.

"Okay," she said.

Aiden immediately seized on the return of normal dinner as permission to resume his bread grievance at full volume. Elena slid back into her chair and announced she wanted more carrots. The conversation shifted the way dinner conversations do, settled back into the warm noise of a family that loved each other.



That night, Laura lay in her own bed with Cap curled heavy against her legs, his chin resting on her ankle, and stared at the ceiling in the comfortable dark.

Her room smelled the same as it always had — old wood and the lavender Chrissy kept in a small sachet on the windowsill, and something underneath all of it that was simply home, that had no name and needed none. Her textbooks were stacked on the desk. The ribbon she'd won at the county fair three summers ago was still pinned above the mirror. Everything exactly where she'd left it, patient and unchanged.

She thought about Ellie Cooper somewhere on the Atlantic. She thought about the tree in the cavern. She thought about her father's face across the dinner table — the fear behind the steadiness, the love behind the fear.

Outside, she could hear Cody moving in his paddock, the soft percussion of hooves on dry ground. Tomorrow morning, she'd take him out before the twins were awake, early enough that the light was still golden and low, and let him run.

Cap shifted in his sleep and pressed more firmly against her, exhaling a long breath that seemed to contain his complete and uncomplicated contentment.

"Me too, buddy," Laura said softly.

She was home. For now, for this small window, she was home.

She closed her eyes, and for the first time in ten weeks, she slept without the low-grade awareness of being somewhere unfamiliar. The bed knew her. The room knew her. The house settled around her in the dark and held her.

Tomorrow, she will think about Ellie. Tomorrow, she will think about the ship, the containers, and the long road between here and a solution.

Tonight she was just Laura Michaels, home for the weekend, Cap warm and gray-muzzled at her feet, the sound of her family sleeping safely on the other side of the wall.

It was, she thought, just before sleep took her, just about everything.
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​​Chapter Four
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The three moons didn't ask permission.

They rose the way they always did — indifferent, ancient, casting their triple light across the island-grove's fractured ridge — and Sirun stood beneath them as he had beneath a thousand other skies on a thousand other worlds. Forty feet of gray muscle and old silence. Skin like deep water. Eyes the color of poured mercury, holding the light without giving it back.

Below him, his four thousand moved.

The Veyari didn't march so much as flow — a dark current through darker wood, boots whispering on the living planks of the grove. No drums. No hymns. Not even the low murmur of men who believed they were safe. Only the occasional murmur of a scout's report, mercury eyes sweeping the tree line, and the soft, habitual sound of soldiers doing what they had done for a million years.

Watching. Waiting. Not yet home.

Across the water, on the far side of the archipelago, the larger army's fires burned. Fifty thousand Ashari, still loyal to the name of the man who had cost them everything. Sirun watched the glow and felt the familiar heat move through him — not the warmth of kinship, but the older fire. The one with no name in any language he'd encountered in all his wandering. The one that belonged to rage held so long it had become something else entirely.

He closed his eyes.



Before the exile, there had been Veyra-Keth.

He made himself remember it the way you make yourself touch a wound — deliberately, because forgetting would be worse. The home world had been a place of impossible geometry: towers of living crystal that sang in frequencies most species never registered, their harmonics threading through the soil, the sky, and the bodies of every Seeker who walked beneath them. The Eternal Lattice was not merely architecture. It was the connective tissue of their entire civilization — a web of light, sound, and purpose linking every spire, every filament, and every surveying station at the farthest edges of their known dark. You could feel it when you were inside it. A hum in the chest. A sense of being held.

They had been created for this — to maintain it, to extend it, to catalog the silence beyond its edges and carry that knowledge home. They were a finite species, and they knew it. No offspring would follow them. No generation would inherit what they built. They would live and serve, then cease, and the Lattice would remember them as it remembered everything: perfectly, permanently, without sentiment.

It had been enough. For longer than most species have existed, it had been enough.

Sirun had been a soldier in that world — one of the outer-filament guardians who patrolled the dark in small, lethal teams, clearing the micro-anomalies drifting in from the unmapped void. He had never wanted more than the work. The precision of it. The quiet satisfaction of identifying, neutralizing, and logging a threat. He was not built for politics or grand declarations. He
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