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​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​I owe so much to Doc Wolf — not only for what he does, but for who he is. A remarkable writer, a generous mentor, and a friend I treasure deeply. His imagination knows no bounds, and the worlds he has created in Interstellar Home Finders, New Beginnings, The Ringing of the Years, The Rising Sun, and the Writer series continue to shape and inspire me beyond measure.

From the very beginning, he has walked beside me — celebrating each step forward, steadying me when doubt whispered too loudly, and gently reminding me of the joy and wonder that drew me to stories in the first place.

He believes in my work, guiding it into print with care, patience, and unwavering kindness. His faith has carried me through moments when I struggled to find my own.

For those who wish to wander through his worlds, his stories await at DocWolf Publishing.blog and on Amazon.
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[image: ]The First Misstep

Barbara’s morning began, as many mornings in Paris did, with a sense of purposeful chaos—the kind that comes from knowing exactly what must be done while simultaneously being entirely unprepared for it. Her suitcase sat half-packed, a tangled jumble of clothing, toiletries, and documents that she had sorted once, only to have them scatter across the floor moments later. She muttered under her breath, not in frustration, but in rhythm with the small disasters that always seemed to accompany her departures.

The taxi honked outside just as she located her passport, shoved her boarding passes into her bag, and realized, with perfect clarity, that she had left the charger for her phone under the bed. She grabbed it, cursing the universe softly, and wondered if it was a bad omen or merely part of her pattern. Either way, she knew the routine: check, double-check, and prepare for the unexpected, because the unexpected always arrived.

Outside, the streets of Paris hummed with their usual precision, taxis weaving through traffic with elegant disregard, pedestrians adjusting to the pulse of the city without thought. Barbara climbed in, exchanging pleasantries with the driver, though her mind was already racing ahead—security lines, passport control, finding the gate, ensuring she did not leave her luggage in a state of semi-chaos.

She glanced once more at her bag, as if it could somehow straighten itself out, and felt a brief, sharp thrill of anticipation. A long flight awaited her, a new city, a new adventure, and yet the first missteps—the small, almost comic mistakes—were already lining up to greet her. She suspected that whatever lay ahead would demand adaptability, patience, and a sharp eye, but she welcomed it, even if with a resigned shake of her head.

Because in the end, she realized, it was never the perfectly orchestrated plans that mattered—it was the way she responded when the plan went awry, the grace with which she corrected her missteps, and the curiosity she carried when the world refused to follow expectation. And that morning, as the taxi merged into the traffic of Paris, Barbara felt a familiar mixture of trepidation and exhilaration, knowing she would soon discover that even the smallest choices—buying a coffee, adjusting a seatbelt, retrieving a forgotten charger—could ripple into consequences far larger than she could imagine.

By the time she reached the airport, she was ready. Not fully prepared—she never would be—but ready enough to meet whatever came next with wit, attention, and that strange, stubborn optimism that had guided her through every minor disaster so far. The adventure was waiting, and Barbara, as ever, would not let it slip past unnoticed.
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Chapter 1
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[image: ]Paris Was Supposed to Be the Easy Part

Barbara had always believed that departures were simpler than arrivals.

Airports were designed for order. Signs, queues, procedures. Everything was supposed to flow in one direction only. You followed instructions, handed over documents, waited your turn. New places, unfamiliar rules—that came later. That was where complications belonged.

That belief began to crack somewhere between Gate L27 and a moving walkway that had stopped moving entirely.

She stood still for a second, suitcase in hand, staring at the large screen flashing Final Call – Miami. The words felt oddly personal, almost accusatory, as if the airport itself had decided to comment on her timing.

Miami.

She had said it lightly when she booked the ticket. Sun, ocean, distance.

Under the harsh lights of Charles de Gaulle, it sounded more like a test.

Barbara adjusted the strap of her handbag and started walking faster. Not running—she refused to run in airports—but fast enough to signal intent. Her suitcase rolled behind her with a faint, uneven sound, the kind that suggested something inside had already shifted and might never quite return to its original position.

The terminal buzzed with controlled chaos: suitcases clipping ankles, announcements layered over one another, voices rising in irritation or excitement. She navigated around a family arguing in three languages, a couple frozen in place while studying a boarding pass upside down, and a man walking painfully slowly while typing with both thumbs, entirely immune to urgency.

When she reached the gate, slightly out of breath but still composed, the boarding agent looked up and smiled—a smile balanced between relief and mild reproach.

“You’re just in time, Madame.”

Barbara returned the smile. “I always am,” she said, which was hopeful at best.

The jet bridge smelled faintly of recycled air and coffee. As she stepped onto the plane, she felt the familiar shift, the sense of time stretching, reality loosening. Long-haul flights did that. They suspended you somewhere between who you were and who you would be when you landed.

Her seat was in the middle of the cabin. Not aisle, not window. A compromise she accepted with the quiet resignation of someone who knew it was temporary.

She lifted her suitcase into the overhead compartment with more effort than she liked to admit. It was black, medium-sized, practical. Like most of her choices. Another identical black suitcase already sat inside the compartment. She noticed it, frowned briefly.

Everyone buys the same luggage, she thought, and closed the compartment.

She took her seat just as the cabin doors closed.

The man beside her arrived moments later. Tall, polite, apologetic for taking up space. They exchanged the universal nod of strangers about to spend nine hours pretending the other did not exist.

As the plane taxied toward the runway, Barbara looked out the window at the grey Paris sky. She didn’t feel nostalgic. She felt light. She had planned this trip carefully—time off, no obligations, no expectations beyond warmth and distance.

Whatever came next, she was ready for it.

Or so she thought.
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Nine Hours to Think About Everything

The plane reached cruising altitude, and with it came the illusion of stillness.

The seatbelt sign turned off. People shifted, unbuckled, stood up for no real reason. Somewhere behind her, a bag fell from an overhead compartment, followed by a muted apology and nervous laughter. The cabin settled into its long, suspended rhythm.

Nine hours.

Barbara had never known what to do with time like that. Too long to stay fully alert, too short to disappear completely. She watched a movie she had already seen, not because she cared about the story, but because it gave her eyes something to rest on. She ate the meal without enthusiasm, grateful mostly for the wine.

Her neighbor turned out to be discreet and efficient. They exchanged a few practical words—excuse me, thank you, sorry about that—then returned to the polite silence of long-haul strangers.

Barbara slept in fragments.

She woke with her neck stiff, her thoughts tangled, her sense of time unreliable. At one point, she was convinced they had already landed. At another, she thought they had just taken off. The cabin lights shifted from dim to dark and back again, as if marking moments that refused to stay put.

Somewhere over the Atlantic, she caught her reflection in the dark window. Tired, yes. But calm. This was the kind of fatigue she welcomed—the proof of distance, of movement.

She thought about nothing in particular, which allowed everything else to surface.

She thought about Paris, already receding into something abstract. About the quiet relief of not being expected anywhere for a while. About how rare it was, at her age, to leave without explaining herself to anyone.

Miami waited ahead, undefined and deliberately so.

When the captain announced the beginning of descent, a collective stirring passed through the cabin. Trays were collected, seats straightened, and belongings gathered with the seriousness of ritual. Barbara reached up to the overhead compartment and pulled down her suitcase.

Black. Medium-sized. Slightly heavier than she remembered, perhaps—but then again, she was tired. Everything felt heavier when you crossed the ocean.

She didn’t give it another thought.

The queue to disembark was slow and compressed. People stood too close, moved too little. Barbara waited patiently, her suitcase upright beside her, one hand resting on the handle. Another black suitcase stood nearby, unattended for a moment, identical in every visible way.

Someone reached for it, hesitated, then took a different one.

The plane door opened. Warm air rushed in, charged with humidity and unfamiliar scents. Florida announced itself before it was even visible.

By the time Barbara stepped onto the jet bridge, the details of the flight had already begun to blur. She was focused on simple things now: follow the signs, keep moving, arrive.

She adjusted her grip on the suitcase and walked forward with the others, unaware that a small, silent substitution had just taken place somewhere above the clouds.

Nine hours to think about everything.

And not nearly enough time to notice the one thing that mattered.
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[image: ]Welcome to Miami

Miami did not ease you in.

It announced itself immediately, without transition or apology. Heat, light, movement—all at once. As Barbara stepped off the jet bridge, warm air wrapped around her like a physical presence, heavier than she had imagined, thick with humidity and unfamiliar scents.

She paused for half a second, just long enough to register it.

So this is it, she thought.

The terminal was bright, loud, expansive. Signs pointed in every direction. Voices overlapped. Luggage wheels rattled across polished floors. After nine hours in a controlled, dimly lit cabin, everything felt exaggerated.

Barbara followed the stream of passengers toward immigration.

The line was long. It barely moved.

She took her place and waited, suitcase beside her, hand resting on the handle. Around her, people shifted impatiently, checked their phones, sighed. A child whined. Someone argued quietly in Spanish. The screens above the counters repeated instructions she already knew, yet reread compulsively, as if familiarity might speed things up.

When it was finally her turn, the officer did not smile.

“Purpose of your visit?”

“Tourism.”

“How long will you be staying?”

“Two weeks.”

The questions were standard, the tone neutral. Still, Barbara felt herself straighten slightly, as if posture mattered.

“Where will you be staying?”

She hesitated.

Not because she didn’t know—but because, suddenly, the information refused to come forward. She could see the hotel in her mind: light-colored walls, palm trees, something modern and airy. The name, however, dissolved.

She unlocked her phone. The screen took a second too long to respond. Then another.

Behind her, someone shifted. A quiet sigh.

“I have the reservation,” she said quickly, scrolling through her emails. “Just a moment.”

The officer waited, expression unreadable.

Finally, the confirmation appeared. Barbara read the address aloud, carefully, as if precision might prove something beyond geography.

The officer typed, glanced at his screen, then back at her.

“Enjoy your stay.”

That was it.

Barbara took her passport and moved aside, resisting the urge to exhale too loudly. Only once she was clear of the counter did she realize how tense her shoulders had been.

Welcome to the United States, she thought.

You may relax now. Or not.

Baggage claim was crowded but orderly. The carousel groaned into motion, and suitcases began to appear: black, grey, blue, scuffed, pristine. Barbara watched them pass, alert but tired.

Her suitcase came into view.

Black. Medium-sized. Same small scuff near the handle.

She pulled it off the belt without hesitation.

Outside, the heat intensified. Miami wrapped itself around her again, brighter now, louder. Car horns, voices, music drifting from somewhere unseen. Palm trees swayed lazily, indifferent to arrivals and departures.

Barbara adjusted her sunglasses, rolled her suitcase forward, and stepped into the city.

She felt a faint, inexplicable unease—nothing sharp enough to define, nothing she couldn’t dismiss. Jet lag, she told herself. New place, new rhythm.

The trip had begun.

Behind her, inside the terminal, the carousel kept turning.

One black suitcase remained, circling slowly, unclaimed.
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[image: ]The Wrong Bag

Barbara noticed it in the hotel room.

Not immediately. Not dramatically. There was no sharp moment of revelation, no cinematic pause. Just a quiet sense that something was slightly off.

She had dropped the suitcase near the bed and kicked off her shoes, letting the room come into focus. Air conditioning. Neutral colors. A faint smell of detergent and something floral she couldn’t place. It was fine. More than fine. It was exactly what she had booked—or close enough.

She opened the suitcase.

At first glance, everything seemed normal. Clothes neatly folded and placed in few special travel pouches. A plastic bag for shoes. A toiletry pouch she didn’t remember buying but could easily have forgotten. Travel had a way of blurring those details.

Still, the feeling returned.

Barbara lifted a folded shirt. Not hers. The size was wrong. The fabric unfamiliar. She paused, then checked the label, absurdly hoping it might explain everything.

It didn’t.

She moved faster then, methodically. The jeans weren’t hers either. Nor the sweater. The shoes—definitely not hers.

She straightened up slowly and looked at the suitcase as if it might correct itself under scrutiny.

“This is not my bag,” she said aloud.

The words sounded calm. Factual. They surprised her by how easily they came.

Her first reaction wasn’t panic. It was irritation. A precise, contained annoyance, sharpened by fatigue. She sat on the edge of the bed and took a breath, already shifting into problem-solving mode.

All right.

Airport mix-up. It happened. Rarely, but not never.

She checked the luggage tag. Same airline. Same destination. Same last name initial. A coincidence just plausible enough to explain the mistake.

Barbara reached for her phone and dialed the airline’s baggage service number.

A recorded voice thanked her for her patience before she had decided whether she had any. She listened to instructions, pressed keys, waited. When a human voice finally answered, it sounded polite but distant, as if already tired of other people’s problems.

She explained the situation carefully.

“Yes, I understand,” she said. “No, I haven’t left the airport with the wrong bag on purpose. Yes, I’m sure.”

There was typing on the other end. A pause.

“Can you describe the contents of the bag?”

Barbara closed her eyes briefly. “They’re not mine,” she said. “That’s the problem.”

Another pause. Then reassurance. Procedures. A case number. Someone would contact her.

She hung up and stared at the suitcase again.

This was supposed to be the easy part, she thought. Arrival. Hotel. Sleep.

Instead, she was standing in a room she didn’t fully trust yet, with someone else’s belongings laid out like evidence.

Barbara repacked the suitcase carefully, restoring everything to the way she had found it. She didn’t want to disturb anything. Not out of fear—out of respect for order. Disorder had started this; order might fix it.

She washed her face, changed into a fresh dress she had carried in her handbag, and sat by the window. Outside, Miami glowed. Neon lights flickered on. Music drifted up from the street.

She told herself this was temporary. A logistical inconvenience. Annoying, yes, but manageable.

Still, as she lay down and turned off the light, one thought refused to leave her.

Somewhere in this city, someone had her suitcase.

And they were probably wondering the same thing.
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[image: ]Nothing Is Simple After Midnight

Barbara slept badly.

Not the kind of bad sleep that leaves you exhausted the next morning, but the kind that never really lets you go. She drifted in and out, half-aware of the room around her, of sounds she couldn’t fully identify. Doors closing somewhere down the hall. Laughter. Music rising, fading, returning.

At some point, she sat up in bed, convinced she had heard someone try the door handle.

She waited, listening.

Nothing.

She lay back down, irritated at herself. Hotels were full of noises. Always had been. Still, she reached over and checked that the door was locked. Then she checked again.

Sleep came in fragments after that.

Sometime after midnight, her phone vibrated on the nightstand.

She frowned at the screen, blinking against the light. An unknown number. For a brief, irrational second, she wondered if it had something to do with the suitcase.

It didn’t.

It was the hotel reception.

“There seems to be a problem with your reservation, Ms. Martin.”

Barbara closed her eyes.

“A problem?” she repeated, keeping her voice neutral.

“Yes, it appears there was a misunderstanding regarding the number of nights. According to our system, your booking ends tomorrow morning.”

“That’s not correct,” Barbara said. “I booked for two weeks.”

“I understand,” the voice replied, unhelpfully. “However, at the moment, the hotel is fully booked.”

Of course it was.

Barbara sat up, pushing the sheets aside, suddenly wide awake. She opened her email, found the confirmation, and read it aloud, line by line. Dates. Room type. Payment. Everything was there.

There was a pause on the other end of the line.

“I see,” the receptionist said eventually. “Please hold.”

Barbara waited, phone pressed to her ear, listening to distant music and the faint hum of voices. When the receptionist returned, her tone had softened.

“It appears the issue is on our side. Your room is secure. We apologize for the inconvenience.”

Barbara exhaled slowly.

“Thank you,” she said. “I appreciate it.”

She ended the call and sat in silence for a moment, staring at the dark window. Outside, the city showed no signs of slowing down. Cars passed. Music continued. Somewhere, someone shouted, then laughed.

Barbara lay back down, but sleep didn’t return easily.

She thought about the suitcase again. About the airline’s calm assurances. About the phrase someone will contact you, which covered an impressive range of possibilities.

She told herself not to project meaning onto unrelated events. A reservation error had nothing to do with a luggage mix-up. Night noises were just night noises.

Still, she reached over and placed her handbag closer to the bed.

Morning eventually arrived, pale and unconvincing.

Barbara got up, showered, and dressed carefully. The mirror reflected a woman who looked composed, if slightly tired. She met her own gaze and offered a small, determined smile.

“All right,” she said quietly. “Let’s fix this.”

Outside, the city was already awake.

And nothing, she suspected, would be simple today either.
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