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  Dedication


For the ones who always chose the long way around. 
For the curious, the stubborn, and the quietly brave—the people who ask questions even when it would be easier not to.
For anyone who has ever felt written out of the recordand decided to write themselves back in.
And for those who hold the lantern steady while someone else learns to read the map.
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  Chapter 1: The Misfiled Box


The box was not supposed to be there. 
Isla Verano knew that before she touched it.
Archive Room C was climate-controlled, inventory-logged, and aggressively dull. Acid-free cartons stacked in labeled precision. Colonial correspondence. Shipping manifests. Restoration notes no one had opened in thirty years.
The misfiled box sat crooked on the third shelf from the floor, its label half-peeled, the handwriting unfamiliar.
Not dull.
Wrong.
Isla slid it free and set it on the stainless worktable. Her pulse had already picked up, which annoyed her. She disliked mystery that relied on instinct. Instinct was what amateurs used when they didn’t have documentation.
She checked the catalog tablet mounted beside the door.
Shelf C-3-19 should have held Missionary Expense Ledgers, 1794–1799.
She looked back at the box.
The faded label read: Agricultural Reports, 1801.
The seal had been broken before.
Her irritation sharpened into something else.
Someone had touched this.
Recently.
She lifted the lid.
The first thing she saw was not agricultural.
It was a folded sheet of heavy parchment, browned with age, tied with a thread too deliberate to be careless.
Isla didn’t breathe.
She untied it carefully, flattened the paper against the table, and felt her brain do what it always did when confronted with anomaly: catalog, compare, contextualize.
It was a hand-drawn map.
Not decorative.
Functional.
Ink lines confident and economical. Rivers sketched in long, steady arcs. Elevation marks indicated by tight hatching. A mission site labeled only with a symbol she did not recognize.
She scanned the margins.
No official stamp.
No registry notation.
No accession mark.
That meant one of two things.
It was a forgery.
Or it had never been meant for record.
Her throat went dry.
The mission location did not correspond to any known registry entry in the colonial archive. She knew that without looking. She had spent the last four years indexing lost and misattributed mission sites across the region.
This one did not exist.
And yet the cartography was precise.
Too precise for fantasy.
She reached for her phone.
Photograph first. Cross-reference second.
The screen flashed as she captured the image.
Behind her, the archive door clicked shut.
Isla froze.
The click was soft. Mechanical. Final.
She did not turn immediately. She had trained herself out of dramatic reactions.
Instead, she slid the parchment slightly closer, covering it with a loose stack of restoration notes.
Then she turned.
A man leaned against the inside of the archive door like he had always belonged there.
He did not look like a curator.
Or a security guard.
Or a donor.
He looked like someone who had never once filed paperwork in his life.
Tall. Sun-browned. Jacket worn at the seams. Dark hair pushed back carelessly. The posture that said he was comfortable in places without air-conditioning.
His gaze moved from her face to the table.
To the stack of notes.
Then back to her.
“Afternoon,” he said mildly.
“This room is restricted,” Isla replied.
“Everything interesting is.”
She studied him. No visible badge. No museum lanyard. No official credentials.
“You took a wrong turn.”
“Not this time.”
He pushed off the door and crossed the room without hurry.
Her hand moved instinctively toward the tablet.
He noticed.
His expression didn’t change, but something sharpened behind his eyes.
“You don’t want to do that.”
“Security is three floors down,” she said calmly. “They respond quickly.”
“I know.”
That answer unsettled her more than the trespass.
Her gaze darted to the stack of papers again.
“You found it fast.”
“I don’t know what you’re referring to.”
He stepped closer to the table.
Close enough that she could see a thin scar near his left eyebrow.
Close enough that she could smell rain and heat on him, like he had come in from outside.
“You’re holding it wrong,” he said quietly.
Her spine stiffened.
“I beg your pardon?”
“The map,” he said. “You covered it instinctively instead of flipping it. That tells me it matters.”
Her pulse thudded.
“You’re trespassing.”
He leaned one hand against the steel table.
“I prefer the term preemptive retrieval.”
There it was.
Not confusion.
Not accident.
He was here for the map.
Isla slid the stack aside in one deliberate motion and met his gaze.
“If you think you can walk out of here with museum property—”
“It won’t be museum property for long.”
A chill ran through her.
“What does that mean?”
He didn’t answer immediately.
Instead, he reached into his jacket.
She tensed.
He pulled out his phone and turned it toward her.
Security camera footage.
Archive Room C.
Time stamp from twenty minutes ago.
The footage showed her entering.
Then, abruptly, the feed cut to static.
She looked up sharply.
“That’s not possible.”
“It is when someone edits the loop.”
Her irritation shifted into something colder.
“You did that.”
“No.”
He slipped the phone back into his pocket.
“They did.”
“Who?”
The faintest sound echoed down the hallway outside.
Bootsteps.
More than one.
Measured.
Not rushed.
Professional.
The man’s gaze flicked toward the door.
“They’re early.”
“Who is they?”
He stepped around the table, too close now, and reached for the parchment.
She moved at the same time.
Their hands collided over the paper.
Heat shot up her arm from the contact.
His grip was firm. Controlled.
Not panicked.
“Let go,” she snapped.
“You don’t understand what this is.”
“I understand perfectly well what it is. It’s undocumented cartography and it belongs to this institution.”
He met her eyes directly.
“No. It belongs to whoever gets to it first.”
The boots outside stopped.
Right outside the door.
A shadow moved under the threshold.
Isla’s gut knotted.
“You invited someone,” she said, low.
“I’m trying to prevent someone.”
The door handle shifted.
Once.
Twice.
Locked.
The man did not look surprised.
He exhaled once through his nose.
“Of course.”
“Of course what?”
“Of course they wouldn’t wait.”
The handle rattled again.
Harder.
The steel vibrated faintly.
“This is absurd,” Isla said, though her voice had lost some of its steadiness. “This is a museum.”
He leaned closer.
“Not to them.”
The handle jerked violently.
Metal scraped.
A heavy object struck the door from the outside.
Isla’s pulse spiked.
“Call security,” she said.
“They won’t answer.”
She stared at him.
“What did you do?”
“I didn’t do this.”
The second impact was louder.
The doorframe shuddered.
Dust shook loose from the ceiling vent.
“Then explain.”
He held her gaze for one steady beat.
“That map marks a mission that was erased on purpose.”
The third impact split the doorframe.
A crack spidered through the reinforced panel.
Isla’s breath hitched.
“That’s impossible.”
“Not if someone decided it should never exist.”
The door splintered inward.
Wood and metal tore free under the force of a battering ram.
Two men in dark jackets surged through the opening.
No uniforms.
No badges.
Earpieces visible.
One scanned the room instantly.
The other locked onto the table.
On the parchment.
They were not surprised.
They were not confused.
They were not here to ask questions.
The man beside her moved first.
He grabbed the map.
She grabbed it back.
“Are you insane?” she hissed.
“If they take it, it disappears.”
“They can’t just—”
The first intruder reached for her.
The man pivoted, driving his shoulder into the intruder’s chest with controlled force.
The second reached into his jacket.
Not for ID.
For something heavier.
The man seized Isla’s wrist.
“Move.”
“I am not running from my own archive.”
The intruder’s hand emerged holding a compact weapon.
Not pointed yet.
But ready.
The man’s voice dropped.
“You want to debate institutional procedure, or you want to stay alive?”
The weapon came up.
Decision snapped through her.
She ran.
He pulled her through the side access door leading into the restoration corridor.
Alarms began to blare behind them.
Too late.
Too theatrical.
The system had been triggered deliberately.
He pushed her ahead.
“Left.”
“I know the building.”
“Then stop arguing.”
They burst into the stairwell.
Footsteps echoed below.
More above.
“Tell me who they are,” she demanded as they descended.
“People who believe some history shouldn’t circulate.”
“Who funds them?”
He shot her a look that held no humor now.
“You don’t want that answer.”
They hit the second-floor landing.
Security guards lay on the ground.
Conscious.
Groaning.
Not dead.
Efficient.
Professional.
Calculated.
Her chest tightened.
“This is insane.”
“Yes.”
He shoved open the side exit door.
Sunlight flooded in.
The humid air outside hit her like a wall.
A black SUV idled at the curb.
Driver inside.
Engine running.
He turned her toward it.
“Get in.”
She stopped short.
“I don’t even know your name.”
He hesitated a fraction of a second.
“Rafe.”
“That’s not enough.”
Another SUV screeched around the corner.
Windows tinted.
Moving too fast.
Rafe swore under his breath.
“They’re adapting.”
“Adapting to what?”
“To the fact that you found it before they did.”
The second vehicle braked hard.
Doors opened.
Men stepped out.
Not rushing.
Confident.
Rafe shoved the map into her hands.
“If you trust your institution more than me, stay.”
She stared at him.
Her entire career had been built on structure, documentation, order.
Museums did not get invaded.
Archives did not get breached.
Maps did not vanish.
And yet—
The men from the second SUV were already scanning the sidewalk.
One of them met her gaze.
Held it.
And smiled faintly.
Recognition.
Not surprise.
She was not incidental.
She was part of the objective.
Rafe opened the passenger door of the first SUV.
“Choose.”
Her mind raced.
The map weighed almost nothing.
And everything.
The second SUV door slammed shut.
The man who had smiled began walking toward her.
Unhurried.
Rafe’s voice cut low beside her ear.
“History doesn’t disappear. It gets curated.”
Her stomach dropped.
That was not a guess.
That was a warning.
The approaching man lifted his hand in greeting.
Polite.
Controlled.
like they were meeting at a gala instead of outside a breached museum.
“Dr. Verano,” he called smoothly. “There’s no need for this confusion.”
Her skin went cold.
He knew her name.
Rafe stepped closer to her.
“They’re not here to talk.”
The man stopped five feet away.
“We simply require the document you discovered. It does not belong in general circulation.”
Isla swallowed.
“And who decides that?”
The man’s expression did not shift.
“Those tasked with preserving civilization.”
Rafe’s jaw tightened.
Isla felt something fracture inside her.
Not fear.
Not yet.
Recognition.
She turned slightly toward Rafe.
“You knew.”
“I suspected.”
The man extended his hand.
“Please. Hand it over.”
Behind him, the second SUV’s engine revved.
Behind her, the museum alarms wailed uselessly.
Rafe’s fingers brushed her elbow.
Light.
Steady.
Waiting for her decision.
The man’s eyes flicked to the parchment in her hands.
Then back to her face.
“Dr. Verano,” he said calmly. “Some stories endure because someone has the wisdom to curate them.”
Isla looked at the map.
At the symbol marking a mission that did not exist.
At the river lines drawn with intention.
Then she looked back at the man.
And realized something far worse than invasion.
This map had never been misfiled.
It had been hidden.
And someone had decided she could not be trusted with it.
Rafe leaned closer.
“If you give it to them,” he murmured, “it’s gone.”
The man’s smile thinned.
“Last chance.”
Isla lifted her gaze.
And stepped backward toward Rafe’s SUV.
The man’s expression did not change.
But the warmth left his eyes.
Rafe pulled open the door wider.
The second SUV’s men shifted subtly.
Calculating.
Isla took one more step back.
The parchment trembled in her grip.
The man sighed.
“Unfortunate.”
His hand dropped slightly.
A signal.
The men behind him moved.
Rafe grabbed her arm.
“Now.”
She dove into the SUV.
Rafe slammed the door shut and sprinted around to the driver’s side.
The first gunshot cracked through the humid air.
Glass shattered behind them.
The engine roared.
The SUV lurched forward.
Isla twisted in her seat as they peeled away from the curb.
The man remained standing on the sidewalk.
Unflinching.
Watching them leave.
No panic.
No pursuit.
like this was simply phase one.
Her phone buzzed in her pocket.
Unknown number.
She stared at it as Rafe swerved into traffic.
It buzzed again.
Then a message preview flashed across the screen.
Dr. Verano. You misunderstand our intentions. This can still be resolved professionally.
She looked up at Rafe.
“Who is he?”
Rafe didn’t take his eyes off the road.
“Someone who thinks history survives because he decides what survives.”
Another message appeared.
You have forty-eight hours. After that, preservation becomes less elegant.
Isla’s hands tightened around the map.
Forty-eight hours.
Rafe glanced at her briefly.
“What does it say?”
She swallowed.
“They’re giving us a deadline.”
Rafe’s expression hardened.
“Then we don’t have forty-eight hours.”
She looked back at the museum receding in the distance.
Security lights flashing.
Sirens too late.
Her life had been orderly this morning.
Cataloged.
Indexed.
Structured.
Now she was in a speeding SUV with a trespasser named Rafe, holding a map to a mission that officially did not exist, being hunted by men who spoke about civilization like it was a fragile heirloom.
She turned the parchment over.
There, in the lower corner, almost invisible beneath age and ink bleed—
A signature.
Partially smudged.
But legible enough.
Verano.
Her breath stopped.
Rafe glanced at her again.
“What?”
She stared at the name.
The river line.
The symbol.
Her name.
Her bloodline.
On the document that someone had erased.
Her phone buzzed again.
Another message.
We curate what endures, Doctor. Consider carefully which side of history you wish to stand on.
The SUV accelerated onto the highway.
Isla looked at Rafe.
At the road ahead.
At the map in her hands.
And understood something with chilling clarity.
This wasn’t about stolen artifacts.
It wasn’t about funding.
It wasn’t even about treasure.
It was about deciding who deserved to exist in the record.
And somehow—
She was already in it.
Behind them, in the distance, a second SUV merged into traffic.
Following.
Rafe checked the rearview mirror.
“Hold on,” he said quietly.
And then the lights went out.
And the vehicle behind them began to close the distance.






  
  Chapter 2: Theft as Triage


Rafe Calder had stolen from bishops, brokers, and one extremely dramatic countess in Lisbon who meant to stab him with a letter opener. 
None of them had looked at him the way Isla Verano looked at him now.
Like he was a stain the museum would never get out.
She sat rigid in the passenger seat, the parchment clenched in both hands like it might bite. Her hair had come loose from its tidy knot, and one strand kept catching in the corner of her mouth. She didn’t notice. She was too busy radiating indignation.
Rafe kept his eyes on the road and his hand steady on the wheel. If he drove like she drove emotionally, they’d already be upside down in the median.
“They shot at us,” Isla said, voice thin with disbelief.
“They shot at the car,” Rafe corrected. “Different.”
“That is not different.”
“It’s slightly different. They were aiming low.”
Isla turned her head slowly, the way a person does when they’re trying to decide if sarcasm is a symptom of a brain injury.
“You’re telling me to be comforted by their aim.”
“I’m telling you they wanted you alive. That’s useful information.”
She made a sound that could have been a laugh in another life. It came out more like a warning.
“You are being oddly calm for someone who got me chased out of my workplace.”
“I didn’t get you chased out,” he said. “I got you out before you were politely escorted into a back room that doesn’t have cameras.”
Isla stared at him.
“Do you always talk like that?”
“Only when someone is holding a map that can get them killed.”
Rafe cut across two lanes, slipped in behind a delivery truck, and watched the dark SUV in the mirror. It stayed on them. Close enough to make the point.
Not close enough to end it quickly.
They weren’t trying to crash them. They were trying to herd them.
Which was worse, because it meant patience.
He took the next exit and rolled down into a warren of side streets, the kind tourists never saw and locals never advertised. Isla gripped the door handle like she expected the car to leap sideways.
“This is not the route to the police,” she said.
“Correct.”
“Or to the museum security office.”
“Also correct.”
“Or to anywhere that involves cameras and witnesses, apparently.”
He glanced at her. “You’re welcome to narrate a better plan.”
Isla’s nostrils flared. She looked down at the parchment again and then back at him, like the universe had handed her an impossible equation and she was furious at the math.
“I want my phone,” she said.
“It’s in your pocket.”
“I mean I want to call someone.”
“You can call anyone you like,” Rafe said. “don’t call your mentor.”
She stilled.
“What did you say?”
He took a left, then another, then a hard right into an alley that smelled like fried food and bad decisions. The SUV behind them overshot and had to swing wide.
Rafe used the moment. He parked behind a dumpster, killed the engine, and leaned back.
Silence snapped into place.
For three seconds, it almost felt like the world could be normal again.
Then Isla’s phone buzzed.
Again.
And again.
She didn’t pick it up. She looked at the screen like it was a snake that had learned her name.
Rafe watched her hands tighten around the map. The way she kept the parchment flat, careful, like she understood how fragile paper could be. Like she was gentle with what mattered.
That was going to be a problem for him.
Gentle people got broken in this line of work.
“We’re sitting still,” Isla said.
“Temporarily.”
“And you parked us in a dumpster alley.”
“Strategic dumpster alley,” he corrected. “There’s a difference.”
She shot him a look. “I hope you know that every time you say that, it makes me trust you less.”
“Trust is overrated,” he said. “Accuracy is better.”
Isla exhaled sharply through her nose. “Fine. Accuracy. Tell me exactly what you did. Start with why you were in Archive Room C.”
Rafe held up a hand. “Before we do story time, show me the back corner of the map.”
She hesitated, then turned the parchment slightly.
Rafe leaned over, careful not to touch. He saw it immediately.
The smudged signature.
VERANO.
He didn’t let his face change. He’d learned a long time ago that people read you faster than they read documents.
But he felt it, a cold twist, anyway.
Isla’s voice turned small in spite of itself. “Do you see it?”
“Yes.”
“That’s my name.”
“That’s a surname,” he corrected gently. “Doesn’t mean it’s you.”
“It’s not common.”
Rafe nodded once. “No. It isn’t.”
She swallowed hard. Then her anger came back, louder, like a shield slamming down.
“So you stole a map with my family name on it.”
“I stole a map that someone was about to take off your hands that would leave you with no hands,” he said. “The name is new to me.”
Her eyes narrowed.
“You’re lying.”
He spread his hands. “If I were lying, I’d be better dressed.”
For the first time, Isla looked like she might smile. It lasted maybe half a second before she remembered she was furious.
“Rafe,” she said, using his name like a weapon. “Who are they?”
He leaned forward, elbows on his knees.
“Not museum security.”
“No kidding.”
“Not police,” he continued. “Not officially. They’ll show up in paperwork as consultants, contractors, philanthropy partners, preservation advisors. All the friendly words people use when they’re buying control.”
“And the man on the sidewalk,” Isla said, voice tightening. “The one who called me Doctor like he owned the title.”
Rafe’s mouth went flat.
“That’s the clean end of the operation. The kind that smiles while someone else breaks the door.”
Isla looked down at the map again. “And Victor Armand.”
Rafe nodded once.
“He funds museums,” Isla said, like saying it aloud could make it less true. “He sits on boards. He’s given millions to conservation projects.”
“Yes.”
“So why would he—”
“Because he doesn’t fund preservation,” Rafe said. “He funds possession.”
Isla’s eyes flicked up. “That’s your moral philosophy?”
“That’s his,” Rafe corrected. “Mine’s more flexible.”
She stared at him.
Rafe sighed. “Fine. My moral philosophy is that I like staying alive.”
Isla’s phone buzzed again. Another message lit up.
We can end this quietly. Return the document and your reputation remains intact.
Isla’s throat went tight. “They keep calling it a document.”
“Because artifact sounds like theft and document sounds like administration,” Rafe said. “Language is how people make crimes feel polite.”
Isla’s gaze sharpened, like he’d handed her something she could use.
“I should go public,” she said suddenly. “Post the photo. Email it to journalists. Once it’s out—”
“Once it’s out,” Rafe interrupted, “they’ll say it’s a forgery, you’ll be sued into the ground, and someone will leak enough of your personal life to make your academic colleagues stop returning your calls.”
Isla’s face flushed. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Rafe’s expression stayed even.
“I do,” he said quietly. “Because I’ve watched people try to do the right thing against the wrong money.”
The silence that followed was not empty. It was full of the question she didn’t want to ask.
Isla’s voice came out clipped. “How do you know Victor?”
Rafe didn’t answer immediately.
Instead, he reached into the center console and pulled out a small pack of wet wipes. He tossed it to her.
“What is this?”
“For your hands.”
“My hands are fine.”
Rafe nodded at the parchment. “Ink that old has mold sometimes. And you touched the archive table.”
Isla blinked at him, caught off guard by the domestic practicality of it. Then she took one wipe and scrubbed her fingers like she was trying to clean off the day.
He watched her for a beat, then answered.
“I did a job for him once.”
Isla’s head snapped up. “Of course you did.”
Rafe kept his voice steady. “I didn’t know what he was then.”
“You didn’t know the billionaire collector who funds museums was bad?”
“I didn’t know he curated history,” Rafe said, the word tasting wrong in his mouth. “I thought he was buying trinkets to impress other rich people. The way most of them do.”
“And then?”
“And then I watched a site get stripped,” he said. “Not looted. Stripped. Like someone was erasing it.”
Isla swallowed. “And you walked away.”
Rafe’s jaw tightened. “No. I meant to stop it.”
She waited.
He exhaled. “I failed.”
The honesty landed between them like something heavy and fragile.
Isla looked down at the map again. At her name. At the symbol.
Then she asked, quietly, “What is that symbol?”
Rafe leaned closer. “Show me.”
She tilted the parchment so he could see the mark: a circle crossed by a diagonal line, with three small dots beneath it.
Rafe felt the hairs at the back of his neck lift.
“That’s not a mission marker,” he said.
Isla frowned. “How would you know? You admitted you don’t read maps like I do.”
He gave her a look. “I don’t read maps like you do. I read people like the ones following us.”
He tapped the symbol without touching. “That mark shows up in collector networks. It’s a sign for a controlled site.”
Isla’s face went still. “Controlled by who?”
“By whoever has the money to keep everyone else out,” Rafe said.
Isla’s mouth tightened. “Which would be Victor.”
Rafe nodded once. “Likely.”
Outside the alley, a car engine passed. Slow. Then slowed more.
Rafe didn’t move. He listened.
The engine stopped.
A door opened.
Isla’s gaze flicked to him. “Are they—”
“Quiet,” he whispered.
Footsteps. Not rushing. Not searching in panic. Just… approaching.
Rafe reached beneath his seat and pulled out a thin pouch. He tossed it to Isla.
She caught it reflexively. “What is this?”
“A burner phone.”
“I don’t want a—”
“Open it.”
She did, and found a plain black device with no contacts and one number saved as a single letter: M.
“Call M,” Rafe said.
Isla stared at him. “What is this, a spy movie?”
“Close,” he said. “It’s a ‘stay alive’ movie.”
Footsteps reached the dumpster’s far side. Shadows shifted at the edge of the windshield.
Isla’s fingers tightened around the burner.
“Rafe—”
“Call.”
She hit the number.
It rang once.
Twice.
A voice answered, low and irritated. “You have terrible timing.”
Rafe leaned toward the phone. “It’s me.”
A pause. “I know.”
“We need a swap.”
Another pause, longer. “You owe me.”
“I’ll owe you more.”
Isla stared at the phone, trying to piece together the universe she’d fallen into.
The voice continued. “Where are you?”
Rafe gave the cross streets.
“Four minutes,” the voice said. “And Calder?”
“Yeah?”
“If this is about Armand again, I’m hanging up and moving to Greenland.”
Rafe’s mouth twitched. “Make it three minutes.”
The call ended.
Isla blinked. “Who was that?”
“Someone who hates me,” Rafe said. “Which is comforting, because it means they’re honest.”
Isla’s lips parted, then closed. “That makes no sense.”
“It will.”
The footsteps outside shifted. A soft tap on the SUV’s rear panel.
Not a knock.
A testing touch.
Isla’s breathing tightened.
Rafe didn’t reach for a weapon. He reached for the ignition.
He started the car quietly, then killed the headlights.
“Why are we doing this?” Isla whispered.
“Because if they pull you out of the car,” Rafe said, “you won’t see the map again. And you’ll spend the rest of your life being told it never existed.”
Another tap. Closer to the driver’s side now.
Isla’s voice went sharp. “Are you saying they’ll kill me?”
Rafe’s eyes stayed on the side mirror. “No.”
That should have reassured her.
It didn’t.
“Then what?”
“They’ll ruin you,” he said. “Professionally first. Then personally, if you keep resisting.”
Isla’s jaw set. “You don’t know me.”
Rafe looked at her, once.
“I know your hands didn’t shake when you held that map,” he said. “Even when the door broke. You’re not built to fold.”
Briefly, Isla looked startled. Like she didn’t expect anyone to see her that clearly.
Then the passenger-side door handle twitched.
Isla flinched.
Rafe put his hand over hers briefly, steadying the burner phone. The contact was quick, practical, but it sent a small jolt up Isla’s arm, like her body had been waiting to register him and finally decided to do it.
“Breathe,” he murmured.
Her eyes snapped to his. “Don’t tell me to breathe.”
He nodded. “Fair.”
The handle moved again.
Rafe shifted the car into reverse.
The door yanked once more.
Rafe hit the gas.
The SUV lurched backward, scraping metal against the dumpster behind them. Isla’s shoulder slammed against the seat. She let out a sound that was half gasp, half outrage.
“That was my ribcage!”
“Your ribcage is alive,” Rafe said, steering out of the alley as the second SUV’s men emerged, startled for the first time.
They weren’t used to people refusing the script.
The other SUV accelerated after them.
Isla gripped the map tighter. “Where are we going?”
“Somewhere public,” Rafe said. “Somewhere noisy.”
“You mean like the police?”
“I mean like a place with too many witnesses for them to be elegant.”
He cut into a busy avenue lined with food carts and lunchtime crowds. Horns blared. Pedestrians shouted. Isla’s stomach dropped as he threaded through traffic with too much confidence.
“Do you have a death wish?” she demanded.
“No,” Rafe said. “I have a wish to not die. Different.”
They gained distance for half a block.
Then the pursuing SUV nosed in behind them again.
Persistent.
Isla’s phone buzzed, then stopped. Another message.
You can’t outrun curation, Doctor. Only delay it.
Isla’s fingers went numb.
Rafe saw her expression. “What did he say?”
“He keeps calling it curation,” Isla said, voice tight. “Like it’s a service.”
“It is,” Rafe said. “For him.”
Isla’s teeth ground. “I want to call the museum director.”
Rafe’s mouth tightened. “Which one?”
“What do you mean which one?”
“Isla,” he said, careful with her name, “there’s a reason they had museum badges.”
Her eyes flashed. “You think my institution is compromised.”
“I think money compromises institutions the way water compromises stone,” Rafe said. “Slow. Then suddenly all at once.”
Isla looked away, swallowing hard. She stared down at the map like it might offer an alternate reality.
Her voice came out furious. “This can’t be happening.”
Rafe didn’t say yes.
He didn’t say no.
He said, “Tell me about the name.”
Isla stiffened. “What?”
“The Verano signature,” he said. “You recognized it.”
She inhaled. Exhaled.
“My great-grandfather’s side came from a coastal province,” she said, words clipped like she was cutting them out of herself. “The family line is… messy. They changed names when they immigrated. There were rumors about—” She stopped, then started again. “About someone who worked with colonial administrators. It was always family gossip. Nothing documented.”
Rafe’s eyes stayed on the road, but his attention tightened.
“And you never looked into it?” he asked.
“I’m a cartographer,” she snapped. “Not an ancestry detective.”
Rafe’s mouth twitched. “Sure.”
Isla glared. “Don’t.”
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You’re thinking it.”
“I’m thinking you’re going to have to become an ancestry detective,” he said.
Before she could answer, a motorcycle cut between lanes and slowed beside them.
The rider turned his helmeted head toward Rafe.
Rafe exhaled. “That’s M.”
The motorcycle accelerated, weaving through traffic like it had been born in chaos.
Rafe followed, cutting hard down a side street that led toward a cluster of warehouses and a loading dock area.
Isla looked around. “This is not public.”
“It’s noisy,” Rafe said.
“Because it looks like people get murdered here.”
“For the record,” he said, “people get murdered everywhere. This place doesn’t pretend otherwise.”
Isla let out a laugh that surprised even her. It came sharp, incredulous, and then she covered it immediately with a glare.
Rafe caught it anyway.
Good.
He needed her to laugh at least once today. It meant she was still herself.
They pulled into a lot behind a warehouse. The motorcycle was already there, propped on its stand. The rider had removed his helmet.
He was older than Rafe, with a face that had learned to keep its opinions private. Gray at the temples. Eyes that assessed before they engaged.
He looked at Isla first.
Then at Rafe.
Then at the parchment in Isla’s hands.
“Is that what I think it is?” he asked.
Rafe nodded. “Yeah.”
The man sighed like the universe had asked him to carry something heavy again.
“You do enjoy ruining my afternoons.”
Rafe leaned back. “Good to see you too, Marcus.”
Isla blinked. “Marcus?”
Marcus extended a hand toward Isla, polite like they were being introduced at a fundraiser instead of at a warehouse with a tail SUV somewhere in the city.
“Marcus Vale,” he said. “I do logistics.”
Isla took his hand automatically. His grip was steady.
“Isla Verano,” she said. “I do maps. Apparently.”
Marcus gave her a look that held something like sympathy. “Welcome to the part of the world where ink gets people shot at.”
Isla’s mouth tightened. “We need the police.”
Marcus snorted softly. “Sure.”
Rafe shot him a look. Marcus raised both hands.
“No offense. It’s that the police are a concept, not a solution.”
Isla’s eyes narrowed. “I’m sorry, are you both like this all the time?”
Rafe said, “Yes.”
Marcus said, “No. I’m worse.”
Despite herself, Isla felt another flicker of laughter. It didn’t land fully, but it kept the air from turning too dark.
Rafe watched the lot entrance. “We’ve got about ninety seconds.”
Marcus’s eyes sharpened. “They’re close?”
“They’re persistent,” Rafe said.
Marcus looked at Isla. “Do you have the photo you took?”
Isla blinked. “How did you know I—”
“Because you look like someone who photographs first,” Marcus said. “Smart habit. Did you send it anywhere?”
“No.”
“Good,” Marcus said immediately. “Don’t.”
Isla bristled. “Why not?”
“Because once you send it, it becomes a thing people can discredit,” Marcus said. “Right now it’s only a thing people can steal.”
Isla stared at him. “That’s insane.”
Marcus gave her a faint, humorless smile. “Yes.”
Rafe stepped closer to Isla. “We’re going to swap vehicles.”
“I’m not getting into another stranger’s car,” Isla snapped.
Marcus looked offended. “I’m right here.”
Isla waved a hand. “No offense.”
“Some taken,” Marcus said.
Rafe lowered his voice. “Isla. This isn’t about comfort. It’s about breaking their line of sight.”
Isla’s gaze flicked to the warehouse entrance. To the empty lot. To the places someone could appear.
Her hands tightened around the map.
“Fine,” she said through clenched teeth. “But I’m not giving you the map.”
Rafe nodded. “Good. Keep it.”
Marcus’s brows lifted. “You’re letting her keep it?”
Rafe glanced at Marcus. “It has her name on it.”
Marcus said nothing for a beat.
Then, softly, “Ah.”
Isla’s stomach dipped. “Stop doing that. What does that mean?”
Marcus looked at her, expression suddenly serious.
“It means,” he said, “you’re not holding a map.”
Rafe’s jaw tightened. “Marcus.”
Marcus nodded once, like conceding. He gestured toward a battered delivery van parked behind the warehouse.
“You’re in that,” he told Isla. “Rafe’s in my bike truck. We split.”
Isla stared at the van. “That thing looks like it transports illegal fireworks.”
Marcus shrugged. “Sometimes it does. Today it transports you.”
Isla’s eyes narrowed. “I hate all of you.”
Rafe’s mouth twitched. “You’ll fit right in.”
A distant engine sound rose.
Then another.
Rafe’s posture sharpened.
“They found us.”
Isla’s pulse spiked. “How?”
Marcus pointed upward.
A small black drone hovered above the warehouse roofline, quiet, almost elegant. It didn’t look like a toy.
Isla’s blood went cold.
Rafe swore once, low. “He’s not even pretending.”
Marcus moved fast, pulling a small device from his jacket. He pointed it toward the drone and clicked.
The drone wobbled, corrected, then wobbled again.
Isla stared. “What is that?”
Marcus said, “A polite suggestion.”
The drone dipped sharply, then crashed behind the warehouse with a dull thud.
Rafe looked at Isla. “Move. Now.”
Isla sprinted toward the van, map clutched to her chest.
She yanked the passenger door open and climbed in.
It smelled like cardboard, gasoline, and something citrus that was trying and failing to be cheerful.
Marcus shoved keys into the ignition and leaned in through the window.
“Drive straight for six blocks,” he said. “No turns. No hesitation. Then you’ll see a red light and a billboard for dental implants. Turn right there.”
Isla stared at him. “Why are you giving directions like this is a scavenger hunt?”
Marcus’s expression was grim. “Because Victor likes scavenger hunts.”
Rafe slammed the door of the SUV and sprinted toward a dark pickup parked behind the warehouse, already running.
Isla watched him through the van windshield.
for a beat, their eyes met through the glass.
Rafe’s expression held a single message.
Trust me.
Which was infuriating, because it sounded like the oldest lie in the world.
Then the first SUV swung into the lot entrance.
Black.
Tinted.
Too smooth.
Doors opened.
Men stepped out.
The same calm as before.
No rush.
No panic.
Confidence.
Isla’s hands tightened around the map so hard her knuckles ached.
Marcus slapped the hood. “Go!”
Isla turned the key and the van coughed like it resented being asked to exist.
“Come on,” she muttered.
The engine caught.
She hit the gas.
The van lurched forward, bouncing over a cracked patch of pavement.
In the mirror, she saw Rafe’s pickup peel out in the opposite direction.
Marcus stood in the lot, hands in his pockets, watching the approaching men like he was bored.
One of them raised a hand, not in greeting.
In signal.
Two men moved toward the van’s path.
Isla’s heart slammed.
She pressed harder on the accelerator.
The van surged forward.
The men didn’t jump out of the way.
They stepped aside at the last second, like they had calculated exactly how much fear she would tolerate before she swerved.
They were learning her.
That thought made her angry enough to steady her hands.
She drove straight.
Six blocks.
No turns.
No hesitation.
Her phone buzzed again.
She didn’t look.
She focused on the road, on the rearview mirror, on that a black SUV had merged behind her within seconds.
Of course it had.
At the red light, the billboard came into view.
Dental implants. Smiling teeth. A promise of restoration.
Isla almost laughed. It came out as a breath.
She turned right.
The SUV behind her turned right too.
Of course it did.
Isla’s pulse pounded.
She glanced down at the map.
At the smudged Verano signature.
And the symbol.
And the river lines that looked like veins.
Her phone buzzed again, and this time she glanced.
A new message.
You can still return to the museum, Doctor. Your colleagues will forgive confusion.
Another buzz.
But if you run, you become a problem. And problems are corrected.
Isla’s hands tightened on the wheel.
Corrected.
That word did not belong in a museum.
It belonged in an erasure.
She took a breath, sharp and controlled.
Then her burner phone buzzed in her coat pocket.
She fumbled it out with one hand and answered without looking.
“Hello?”
Rafe’s voice came through, clipped and urgent. “You alive?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Don’t go to the billboard.”
“I already did.”
A beat of silence. Then, “Of course you did.”
Isla’s voice rose. “Marcus told me—”
“I know what Marcus told you,” Rafe snapped. Then his tone shifted, tight with focus. “Isla. Listen to me. That was the old route.”
“The old route?”
“They’re in the system,” Rafe said. “They’re listening to anything that looks like a plan. Which means—”
The van’s engine suddenly sputtered.
Once.
Twice.
Isla’s stomach dropped.
“No,” she whispered.
The steering wheel stiffened in her hands, like the van was deciding to die right now, in traffic, with a black SUV behind her.
Rafe’s voice sharpened through the phone. “What’s happening?”
Isla pressed the gas.
The van coughed.
Then surged.
Then coughed again.
A warning light flashed on the dash.
Isla’s mouth went dry.
“They did something to the van,” she said.
“Get off the road,” Rafe ordered.
“I can’t—”
The van jerked hard.
The engine died completely.
Isla’s stomach fell through her ribcage.
The van rolled forward on momentum, silent now, while horns blared around her.
The black SUV behind her slowed, too smooth, too controlled.
Then its passenger window rolled down.
Isla didn’t look.
She didn’t have to.
She could feel the calm attention from the other car like a hand on the back of her neck.
Rafe’s voice was sharp in her ear. “Isla. Talk to me.”
Isla swallowed, eyes locked on the road ahead.
The van rolled to a stop in the middle lane.
The SUV behind her stopped too.
Perfectly.
Like it had been waiting for this moment.
Her burner phone buzzed with an incoming text.
From an unknown number.
On the burner.
Isla’s blood turned to ice.
She opened it with shaking fingers.
You’re improving, Doctor. But you’re still following directions.
She stared at the words.
Then another message appeared.
Step out of the vehicle. Bring the map.
Isla’s breath hitched.
Rafe’s voice cut in, urgent. “What did you see?”
Isla looked at the door handle.
At the window.
At the map in her lap.
At the Verano name.
And the symbol that marked a site someone had already decided to own.
She whispered, “They’re in the burner phone.”
Silence.
Then Rafe said, softly, “Oh.”
The SUV’s door opened behind her.
Footsteps approached the van.
Unhurried.
Isla’s hands tightened around the parchment.
And somewhere in the distance, a siren wailed.
Too far.
Too late.
The van door handle began to lift from the outside.






  
  Chapter 3: The Call from Victor


The van door handle lifted like someone was testing whether Isla Verano had learned obedience yet. 
She didn’t move.
Not because she was brave. Because her brain had stalled somewhere between outrage and physics.
The handle dipped, then lifted again. A careful, controlled pull. Whoever it was had time. Whoever it was believed time belonged to them.
Isla slid the map under her thigh, like sitting on it could make it disappear.
It didn’t.
Her burner phone was still in her hand. Rafe was still on the line.
“Isla,” he said, voice tight. “Look at me. Not the door. Tell me what you see.”
She forced herself to scan. Windshield, traffic, the SUV behind her. The man’s shoes. Clean. Dark. Expensive. Not tactical, not sloppy. Someone who liked being mistaken for respectable.
“I see a man who’s about to open my door,” she whispered.
“Good,” Rafe said. “Now look at your dash. Is the hazard switch within reach?”
Isla’s eyes dropped to the panel.
“Yes.”
“Turn your hazards on.”
“What—”
“Do it.”
She hit the button. Orange triangles flashed. The van suddenly looked less like a target and more like a problem other drivers could complain about.
The door handle lifted again.
A firm tug.
The latch clicked.
Isla’s breath went thin.
Rafe’s voice dropped lower. “Isla. When he pulls the door open, you’re going to do something that will offend your entire academic career.”
“Everything today has offended my academic career.”
“Perfect. When the door opens, slam it back.”
“What?”
“Hard,” he said. “Like it owes you money.”
The door cracked open an inch. Sunlight sliced through.
A calm voice drifted in. “Dr. Verano. Please step out.”
Isla’s skin went cold.
He said her name like he’d practiced it.
She shoved the door shut with both hands.
The man outside made a small sound of surprise, more offended than alarmed.
Isla slammed it again. Metal thudded. The lock clicked back into place.
From behind her, a horn blared. Someone shouted an insult that sounded oddly specific.
Rafe said, “Now. Seatbelt off.”
Isla’s fingers fumbled. “I can’t go anywhere. The engine is dead.”
“You’re not going to drive,” Rafe said. “You’re going to roll.”
“What does that mean?”
“You’re going to put it in neutral.”
Isla stared at the gear shift.
Rafe’s voice sharpened. “Isla.”
She jerked the shift into neutral.
The van rocked slightly.
The man outside yanked the handle again, harder this time.
Isla braced her shoulder against the door and shoved it closed with all the petty fury she’d been saving for grant committees and board members.
“You’re welcome,” she muttered.
Rafe’s voice, faintly amused despite everything: “I’m proud of you.”
“Don’t be proud of me.”
“Too late.”
The van began to drift as the slight slope of the road took it. Not fast. Not dramatic. But movement was movement.
The SUV behind her moved too







