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  Foreword


When I published Gunmetal Ridge, people often asked what inspired me to write the story. That part was simple. I wanted to pay homage to a generation of Americans who fought alongside our allies and defeated arguably two of the most brutal regimes the world has ever known.
That American generation is rapidly declining in numbers, and I honestly don’t think we’ll ever see their kind again. Gunmetal Ridge, set in WWII’s Battle of the Bulge, was a tribute story for their sacrifices made so long ago.
I originally wrote Falling to Grace in 2010 as a contemporary romance with very little focus on criminal aspects in the story. When I decided to resurrect the manuscript, media reports about Epstein and Maxwell were the backdrop.
In their cases, trafficking was apparently a high-end game where the rich were entertained in a pristine setting on an island by their victims with little coercion or bondage involved. Nevertheless, the whole thing was disgusting, no matter how much money was funneled to make the atmosphere look normal.
My research into human trafficking revealed Epstein’s scandal to be the exception, far different from how the crime usually evolves.
People are kidnapped, never to be seen again. They are drugged for compliance, trained, and shipped away into a world of sexual slavery. Sometimes right under our noses while we live our normal, everyday lives.
Major Mid-South cities like Charlotte, Nashville, Richmond, Memphis, Columbia, and Atlanta are often destinations for young runaways or people desperate to find better lives elsewhere. Because they are often homeless, they naturally migrate to warmer climates.
I did not want to disparage Georgia, so I created the fictitious Hunter County and City of Hunterville to stage this story. I also used the current activity in Venezuela and the scope of international trafficking.
The darker chapters of this story were difficult to write and may be difficult to read. They remain, however, journeys toward redemption for those involved.

—Jeffrey C. Morris
Jan 30, 2026





















  
  





For information about identifying human trafficking, see https://www.dhs.gov/dhs-center-countering-human-trafficking. Each state has websites similar to this one. If you suspect this activity, call 911 and report it to your local police or sheriff’s office. For federal law enforcement, call 1-866-347-2423. If you see or suspect anything, please say something. 







  
  Dallas, Texas


Matthew Pearson lingered over his coffee in the dimly lit elegance of Ellie’s Restaurant & Lounge at the HALL Arts Hotel, downtown Dallas. Clinks of silverware and murmured conversations from nearby tables faded into the background as he scrolled through emails on his laptop. Nothing urgent from John Fiore or Mike Riley back in Virginia. 
He snapped the device shut and pushed aside his cleared plate. Rubbed the faint scar on his left shoulder through his shirt sleeve, a habit when his thoughts turned inward. A wry smile tugged at his lips. Cad, John had called him once, half-joking over burgers. They’d built something real in Georgia, their own gaming company, all three men fresh out of the Marines.
Matt leaned back against the leather booth, surveying the room. This was his second night in the city, Thursday. He’d be flying home Sunday. The sales meetings had gone well enough, including one with reps from the Dallas Cowboys up in Frisco. With the workday wrapped, his mind drifted to less professional pursuits: a warm body to share his penthouse suite, someone to chase away the emptiness for a few hours.
Matt lowered his head, formerly the devoted family man. His mother? God, she’d be heartbroken if she knew. He hadn’t always been like this. There was a time when life felt whole. Carolyn—bright, laughing Carrie—who’d walked down the aisle beside him at her sister, Allie’s, wedding, then became his wife three months later. The excitement of starting a family when she got pregnant in 2014.
Then, it all shattered. His mother’s sudden death that summer. And a few months later—the drunk driver who snuffed the life of Carrie and their unborn child on a rain-slicked road. He’d buried them on the shortest day of the year, the winter solstice. Something in him died that day. The faith of his youth, the hope for happily ever after all turned to ash. He’d packed up, dragged his friends to Virginia, and rebuilt their gaming company into DigiMasters. Firewalls, security systems, with gaming on the surface. Covert cyber operations for the feds underneath.
Success came easy after that. Money, women, distractions, just enough to keep the grief buried deep. One-night stands, overlapping flings. No commitments, no risks. Just enough touch to feel alive without feeling anything real.
Matt sipped his water, willing the cool liquid chase away the lingering shadows of old regrets. Outside the windows Dallas glittered, full of possibilities. But some voids no stranger could fill. A waitress flashed a polite smile as she passed by. Matt met her eyes briefly, considering, then looked away. Not tonight. Or maybe later, at the bar.
He looked across the restaurant, his eyes lingering on tables occupied only by women. The Stylez Cosmetics convention had taken over the adjacent center and much of the hotel. That company drew in countless housewives running side businesses from home, all gathering in Dallas to honor top sellers and recruiters. He’d booked this sales trip months ago, oblivious to the timing. He stifled a smirk. You know how to pick ’em, Pearson. His momma would not be happy.
His eyes settled on a table twenty feet away, to his right. Four women had claimed it while he’d been lost in thought. All but one wore strapless sundresses, perfect for Texas in August—and not-so-perfect for the typical convention hotel temperature settings. Every one of those women hid suntanned skin he suspected they’d rather show under light jackets. Matt shook his head. The one not in a sundress facing him wore a conservative blouse and skirt, late fifties perhaps, with the polished air of a veteran rep. Her wedding band glinted under the light— steady, committed. Not the type for a fleeting adventure.
Next to her, a younger woman—late twenties—laughed at something her companions said, her profile bubbly and bright. She spread her napkin across her lap, flashing her own ring. Newlywed energy, probably scraping together extra cash for the household. Safe, unavailable.
He skipped the one with her back turned—no face, no read—and moved on to the fourth.
She was staring right at him.
Their eyes locked. Matt arched a brow, his silent greeting. She responded with a slow, deliberate lick of her lips after sipping her wine. Her gaze never wavered.
Matt exhaled slowly. Easy prey. A familiar script unfolded in his mind: wait for her to wrap up dinner, offer her a drink at the bar, and spin a few charming lies over an hour or two. And if the rhythm held, an invitation upstairs to his penthouse suite. Three, maybe four hours of distraction before she slipped away.
Ten trips a year, perhaps twelve. Nearly every night in a new city ended like this, with another attractive stranger in his bed. No sleepovers. Only once had he repeated.
Matt studied her openly now: shoulder-length dark hair framing sharp brown eyes. The jacket she wore over her red-and-white sundress didn’t attempt to hide anything. She stood and removed her jacket to offer him a better view. Shot another glance his way before sitting down. Those breasts would feel incredible under his hands. Mid-thirties, like him. No ring, but a faint tan line betrayed one usually there. Recently separated? Or removed for the weekend, hunting her own escape?
His waiter arrived to refill his water, blocking his view. Matt turned away, but his mind lingered on the life he’d built. Thirty-six, widowed, carrying a quiet fury that simmered beneath the surface. Not explosive, just calculated. He ran miles on hotel treadmills and lifted weights twice daily. Six feet, one-seventy-five. Lean and enduring. That stamina fed his arrogance in bed, and he wore it without apology. Matt wasn’t proud of these conquests. But after Carolyn, after everything stripped from him—he figured the universe owed him reparations. This was how he collected.
The women received their meals and dug in. Matt flipped open his laptop, scanning his emails. All four of his firewall pitches had landed; he’d need to get to those before he left town. He made a mental note and closed the lid and glanced toward the entrance.
Yet another woman stood at the hostess stand with her purse and two extra swag bags, waiting.
This time, recognition triggered. Brunette, shorter hair than he remembered—but that face. Angelic, bright blue eyes and a radiant smile when she spoke.
Matt’s pulse quickened. Gracelynn Ann Jennings. Twenty years melted away.
His gaze flicked back toward the red-blouse table, back at Grace again. No way, Grace. Not that bunch.
The hostess led her toward a small table in the aisle instead. She settled, menu in hand, scanning it with that same effortless warmth.
Matt watched her, memories flooding back: his senior year as a scrawny sixteen-year-old who’d accelerated two grades ahead, nursing a hopeless crush on the popular cheerleader and HOSA president with med-school dreams. His father’s ALS had been eating him alive then. One Saturday on a rare escape into town, he bumped into Grace at the drugstore counter. Shared a milkshake and an hour of nervous talk. He’d fumbled a confession, asked her out.
She’d let him down gently; she was dating Stan Hunter already. Flattered, though. And two days later . . .
Matt shoved aside the memory before it could bite. Matt stood.
The waiter delivered Grace’s water and bread. She didn’t notice Matt until he stopped opposite her empty chair.
“Excuse me.”
She looked up, polite but puzzled. Up close, time had softened her edges with fuller cheeks and faint lines from laughter or stress. But those blue eyes, that smile . . .  breathtaking.
“Yes?”
“Forgive the intrusion,” he said, voice steady. “You look familiar. Hunter County Hawks cheerleader, black and red? Gracelynn Jennings?”
Her brow furrowed, searching his face. “Yes—though it’s Grace Hunter now.”
The name twisted in his gut—that asshole Stan—but he smiled through it. “Good to know my memory still holds up.”
She tilted her head. “I’m sorry, you seem familiar too. . . .”
“Barnsworth’s drugstore, April 2004. Saturday lunch counter. I bought a milkshake, shared it with you while you ate a sandwich. We talked for an hour or so. I even asked you out before we left.” He chuckled softly. Big mistake, in hindsight.
Recognition dawned, her eyes widening. “Matthew Pearson?”
He nodded, grinning. “Guilty.”
“You’ve . . . grown.” Her smile warmed, genuine. “Please, sit.”
“I was sixteen, remember? Two years behind the class. Growth spurt came late.” He glanced at his table against the wall. “Better idea—join me over there? Quieter, away from the traffic. Extra space for your belongings.”
She hesitated, glancing at his booth.
“I don’t bite,” he added lightly. “And I’d love to catch up with an old—acquaintance.”
“My waiter—”
“Same as mine.” He signaled the young server, who hurried over. “The lady’s joining me.”
Grace relented with a nod. Matt offered a hand to help her up—her skin warm, grip firm.
The waiter followed.
“Put everything on my tab,” Matt told him.
“No need,” Grace said quickly. “The convention covers meals and rooms. But thank you—that’s kind.”
He shrugged. “The offer still stands.”
She ordered salmon with vegetables with an iced tea, her voice bright as she spoke. Matt watched, struck again by her ease, her kindness. Still the same girl inside an older woman.
Matt leaned in after the waiter left. “Don’t take this wrong, but time’s been good to you.”
A faint blush rose on her cheeks. “Thank you.”
“So, Mrs. Grace Hunter—how’s the last twenty years treated you?”
He kept his tone neutral, but that last name tasted bitter.
Grace launched into a quick review: nursing school instead of med school, ER shifts at a major Atlanta hospital. One daughter, fifteen, a high school sophomore. Proud stories of her Mary’s volleyball games, honors classes.
Whenever Stan came up, however, her eyes darted right and down. A subtle tell Matt recognized from Marine training and psych courses. Evasion, half-truths.
He listened and nodded, asking nothing. Letting her fill the air.
When she finished, she smiled. “Your turn, Matthew Pearson. What’s your story these days?”
The waiter arrived with her food.
“Hold that thought,” Matt said. “Eat first. I need to reply to some work emails, and I don’t want to bore you mid-meal.”
She laughed softly. “Okay.”
As she ate, Matt opened his laptop for four quick replies, for tonight had shifted into something unexpected—even dangerous, maybe.






  
  High Seas Discovery


SIX MONTHS EARLIER

The US Navy destroyer USS John D. Chandler knifed through the waters of the Indian Ocean three hundred miles north of Madagascar. Thirty minutes earlier, the ship had intercepted a garbled distress call from the SS Ponmaru, a medium-sized cargo freighter registered in Venezuela.
Captain Russell “Rusty” Nelson studied the transcript from the communications officer, his brow furrowed. “Engines broken, adrift,” he read aloud, then scanned the coordinates provided in latitude and longitude. The final word was Send, and crawled in pencil beside it, Sounds of gunshots.
Nelson tapped the handwritten note. “What do you make of this, Len?” he asked his executive officer, Lt. Commander Leonard Fulton.
The XO pursed his lips and shook his head. “Not sure, Skipper. Pirates?”
“Doubt it. Too far north for the Somalis. And too far offshore—”
“There she is, sir—just off the starboard bow,” the watch chief interrupted.
Nelson stepped to the bridge window as the chief handed him binoculars. He raised them, adjusted the focus, and spotted the orange-hulled Ponmaru. A thin plume of black, oily smoke rose from amidships about a third of the way aft. Two figures sprinted along the port rail, armed with what looked like AK-47s.
“Battle stations. Prepare to intercept,” Nelson ordered. He scanned the perimeter and spotted a helicopter spooling up on a makeshift pad forward of the bridge superstructure.
Nelson passed the binoculars to Fulton. “Could be pirates after all. Though I’ve never heard of them using helicopters.”
Fulton sighted the freighter. The destroyer was closing fast; the Ponmaru was clearly dead in the water.
“Activity?” Nelson asked.“Two armed, rushing the chopper.” Fulton flinched. “Shots fired, Skipper. From inside
the chopper. Two down on deck.”
“Aye.” Nelson picked up the phone to the Marine detachment and shore patrol. “Prepare boarding party—full armament.”
Fulton returned the glasses to Nelson, who watched a man in suit and tie climb out of the port door of the helicopter. The man glanced at the two bodies, saw the destroyer, and quickly reentered the craft. The helicopter lifted off, rotors thumping. No tail markings. The design looked foreign—possibly Chinese or Russian.
“Get video on that bird,” Nelson ordered.
The Chandler slowed to six hundred yards off Ponmaru’s port beam, where the freighter drifted lifeless under a cloudless sky.
The watch chief spoke up. “Captain—small craft rounding the target’s bow, port side.”
Nelson swung the glasses. A fast boat burst into view, arrowing straight toward them. A dozen armed men aboard, dressed in quasi-military gear. One shouldered a rocket launcher.
“Prepare for contact!”
The launcher fired, the rocket splashing harmlessly short. Small-arms fire followed, rounds pinging off the destroyer’s hull. The boat veered to race past while the gunner struggled to reload.
“Sink it.”
Twin 20mm Gatling guns on the port quarter opened up. The boat disintegrated in seconds—wood, fiberglass, fuel, and flesh erupting in a fireball. Burning debris floated on the calm sea.
“Damn,” Nelson muttered. “Len, get the boarding party across. Full kit, expect resistance. Search for survivors from that boat and sweep the freighter for explosives.”
Two hours later, the Ponmaru was declared secure.
The boarding team found the two men shot beside the helicopter and the helmsman dead at the wheel—executed from behind. Eight crewmen had barricaded themselves in the mess; all but one were Venezuelan. The eighth man was Australian and acted as interpreter once the Marines gave the all-clear.
The remaining thirty or so crew lay scattered throughout the ship, each with center-mass gunshot wounds and many with a final head shot, execution style.
The radio room was destroyed, its operator riddled with bullets. The engines had been sabotaged; one had caught fire and burned itself out. Oily smoke still vented through the stacks.
Shape charges lined the hull below the waterline, wired to scuttle the ship. None had detonators.
Captain Nelson boarded for the Marine lieutenant’s report once the charges were removed. He was accompanied by the ship’s NCIS agent, Special Agent Jerry Baylor. The manifest listed modest cargo: a few tons of iron ore, spare parts for aircraft, helicopters, and automobiles, three new Rolls-Royce touring cars—and one specially ordered 1957 Chevrolet Bel Air, recipient unlisted. They were finishing up on deck when a petty officer second class approached at a run.
“Captain—they need you and NCIS in the cargo hold. Now.”
Nelson and Baylor descended into the main hold. Six standard shipping containers occupied the space, though there was room for twice as many. Dim overhead lights revealed a senior chief on his knees outside the first container, retching violently. Nearby lay two dead quasi-military gunmen, AK-pattern rifles with suppressors beside them. A trickle of foul liquid seeped from under the door.
A Marine corporal held the right door open, face ashen, a tear tracking down his cheek.
Nelson stepped forward and looked inside. “Holy Mother of God,” he whispered.
Twelve bodies lay shackled by the left ankle to the floor, each on a thin mattress with a rumpled blanket. A five-gallon bucket served as a latrine beside every mattress. A string of bare bulbs ran the container’s length. Every victim had taken two shots to the chest. Several bore a final round to the head.
Nelson moved to the second container. Same contents: twelve more dead—mostly teenage girls and young women, two young boys among them. None had raised arms to shield themselves.
Baylor surveyed both, face grim.
Containers three and four held luxury cars, three Rolls-Royces and the pristine ’57 Bel Air. At the fifth container, Nelson spotted a familiar logo spray-painted on the lower left door—the Green Bay Packers’ G.
“Photograph that mark,” Nelson told the senior chief.
The Marines swung the doors open.
Twelve more people lay shackled—alive but unconscious. The sixth container held another twelve, similarly drugged but breathing. Nelson barked orders for all medical personnel to transfer aboard.
“Pulses confirmed in both live containers,” a Marine reported. “They’re out cold.”
“Drugged,” Baylor said. “Makes transport easier.”
Nelson stared at him. “What the hell is this, Jerry? Twenty-four murdered, twenty-four drugged and chained, four luxury cars, and not one bit of iron ore or spare parts. And they fought us like it was a war zone.”
Baylor rubbed his eyes. “Human trafficking, Captain. Sexual slavery, most likely. Those forty-eight people? Street value could run a hundred- to two-hundred-million, depending on the market.” He nodded toward the containers. “Someone just lost a fortune in merchandise.”
Captain Nelson felt the deck tilt beneath him, though the sea was flat calm.






  
  A Trip Down the Stupid


Matt opened his laptop while Grace began eating. He fired off a message to Jerome, one of his best off-books hackers, asking for everything he could dig up on Stanley Hunter. He included every detail he could remember and added, hurry.
He left the laptop open, pretending to scan emails. Across the table, Grace savored her salmon, oblivious to his “work.” Inside Matt, two fires burned. The old one—familiar, constant—roared now. He was sitting across from the wife of the man who had humiliated and beaten him up years ago when he was already breaking. All because a lonely kid had dared speak to her at lunch.
Something else stirred, too—something he thought had died with his wife a decade ago. A lightness in his chest. Butterflies, his mother would’ve called them. He watched Grace’s small, appreciative smile as she tasted the food, and part of him wanted nothing more than to keep her smiling. To talk for hours. To ask if she was safe. To help if she wasn’t.
Another part—an uglier one—flashed with the idea of taking her upstairs and giving her a night Stanley Hunter could never match. Revenge by pleasure. That thought sickened him. He closed his eyes, took a breath, and pushed it down.
Grace glanced up. “Everything okay?”
He forced a smile. “Just a client issue. Nothing major.”
She nodded and returned to her plate.
Matt’s eyes darted between her and the screen. Come on, Jerome.
Just as she swallowed her last bite, the message arrived. He scanned it quickly.
Hunter, Stanley Alan—Georgia Southern dropout after losing football scholarship.
Married Gracelynn Ann Jennings, May 2006.
First child (Mary Katherine) born July 2009.
GM of local Walmart, 2011. Area Manager, 2014. Oversees 4 Wallys and 2 Sam’s in Hunter, Gwinnett counties.
Arrests: drunk/disorderly × 2 (2012, 2013).
Assault & battery (2016).
Domestic violence (2019).
All charges dropped. Anger-management counseling. No incidents since.
No tax issues.

—J

The domestic-violence charge hit like a punch. Matt felt the old rage surge, hot and clean. He closed the laptop.
“Get it sorted?” Gracelynn asked.
“Yeah. I can handle the rest tomorrow.” He managed a grin. “Dinner good?”
“Wonderful. Thank you again.”
“You wanted the exciting story of my life,” he said.
“I do.”
“Fair warning—you asked for it.”
He gave her the short version. Marines, Afghanistan (skipping the injuries), marriage, the brutal double loss of his mother, wife, and unborn child the same year. Co-founding DigiMasters. He lingered just long enough on the company’s public face—firewalls, security software, video games—before adding wryly, “We do other things too. But I can’t talk about those.”
“Ominous,” she teased, leaning in.
“I could tell you,” he said, “but then I’d have to kill you. And I really don’t want to do that.”
She laughed, genuine and warm. “Sounds like you’ve lived a dozen lives. I’m so sorry about your wife and child. And your mom.”
“Thank you.” He paused, then added quietly, “I never forgot that you came to my dad’s funeral. You and Mark Ballington were the only ones from school who did.” Mark, his only bestie, who had married, yes, Carrie’s sister Allie. The warmth in his chest warred with the heat in his veins. For a moment he thought he could leave it there and let the night go wherever it might. Then his anger won.
“That meant a lot,” he continued, voice steady but edged. “Especially after what your husband and his friends did to me the Monday after our lunch at Barnsworth’s.”
Grace froze, her glass halfway to her mouth.
“My father died two weeks later,” Matt said. “I was still bruised at his funeral.”
She lowered her glass. “Matt—I had nothing to do with that.”
He barely heard her. The memory flooded back, Stanley’s Mustang blocking the sidewalk. The three football players circling him. The first punches. His own lucky shot to Stan’s nose. Arms pinning him while Stan worked his face and gut. Gracelynn pulling up, shouting for Stan to stop, trying to push between them. Stan shoving her aside. Watching them destroy the front tire on his bicycle. The final kick to Matt’s shoulder before Stan’s parting shot, “Don’t you ever talk to her again, you little prick.”
Matt’s gaze locked on Grace now. “Stan Hunter humiliated me for daring to speak to you. He and his goons beat a smaller kid senseless and destroyed my only way home. No, I never got over it.” His voice stayed low, almost conversational. “If he walked in here right now, I could snap his neck and smile while he twitched.”
The restaurant noise seemed to fade. Grace stared at him, her shock giving way to something pained. “I’m sorry that happened to you,” she said carefully. “But it was twenty years ago. Stan isn’t—he’s not like that anymore.” She looked down as she spoke, two fingers brushing her lips, another tell-tell sign Matt recognized instantly.
He shouldn’t have said it. He knew it the moment the words left his mouth. He had gone down the stupid path. “Really?” he asked softly. “How many times has he hit you, Grace? Besides the one he got arrested for?”
Her head snapped up, color drained from her cheeks. She reached for her purse, stood, and slung it over her shoulder. “I don’t know what you think you know, Mr. Pearson,” she said, voice tight but controlled, “but I won’t sit here while you insult or threaten my husband. Thank you for your offer to pay, but I’ve got it.”
She turned and walked toward the lobby without looking back.
Matt watched her go. A few patrons nearby glanced his way, sensing the chill that had settled over the corner booth. He dropped his gaze to the tablecloth. A stupid path, and one that offered no U-turn.
What the hell have I done?






  
  Failure Reckoning


FIVE MONTHS EARLIER

Ernesto Glades leaned back in his thick leather chair at the head of a long mahogany table in the meeting room of his warehouse compound. His private island estate lay in the vast, labyrinthine Orinoco Delta, a sprawling maze of caños and mangrove-choked channels deep in Delta Amacuro state. The island was his alone—fortified, isolated, and unforgiving. 
Two-thirds were manicured grounds surrounding his sprawling residence on the eastern end, offering panoramic views of the wide, muddy river and the dense tropical jungle beyond. The western third descended into impenetrable swamps teeming with spectacled caimans and the occasional rare Orinoco crocodile, nature’s own disposal system for any who crossed him.
The Orinoco was a highway for commerce, sixty miles upstream from the Atlantic. Ocean-going tankers and cargo ships plied its waters, navigating past the nearby oil fields of the Orinoco Belt. Glades’s dock accommodated mid-sized freighters, discreetly loaded under the cover of legitimate trade.
At fifty-eight, Glades was lean and imposing, just shy of six-foot-one, his hair and trimmed beard now predominantly silver. He rubbed his forehead thoughtfully, containing the volcanic rage simmering within. He was among South America’s most formidable crime lords, his network rivaling the Mexican cartels in its reach and its ruthlessness—though in Venezuela, real power often blurred with state corruption, syndicates like Tren de Aragua exploiting the chaos.
The previous month’s disaster with the SS Ponmaru had struck at his core operations. Sabotaged from within, the US Navy had intercepted the ship in the Indian Ocean. Glades was determined to uncover the failure—and punish it.
He had summoned his key lieutenants.  Six trusted Venezuelans, one Colombian, and representatives from Panama, Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Honduras, and Guatemala. At the far end sat Martin Harris, an American insider high in the US port administration, invaluable for smoothing shipments through American harbors and planning deeper infiltration via porous borders and coastal ports.
Glades addressed them in English, the common tongue among this multinational group. “Gentlemen, it’s all I can do to restrain my fury over the Ponmaru. I watched that ship load from this very room with cargo worth millions, destined for our Middle Eastern clients. All lost due to betrayal and incompetence in our ranks.”
He paused as reports came in. Oscar Murillo, his top enforcer, had barely escaped via helicopter before the Navy boarded. Assurances followed, the handlers having eliminated most threats, Murillo finishing the last two aboard, and the Navy’s gunfire dispatching the rest. The special cargo—human lives trafficked for profit—had all been silenced, or so they claimed.
“But why did a crewman sabotage the engines, kill my handlers, and call in the distress signal?” Glades demanded, his fingers tapping the table.
Silence. Nervous glances among the Venezuelans. Only Harris remained impassive. Glades slammed his fist down and rose abruptly, his face flushed crimson. After a beat, he composed himself. “Our protocol is clear. Handlers—my direct employees—manage the special cargo. The crew handles
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