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Chapter 1 - Strolling the Shore 




Avery Ravenscroft always woke early in unfamiliar places.




It wasn’t nerves.




It was curiosity.




New locations felt like unopened books, and Avery had never been the type to sleep through the first chapter.




She stood barefoot at the tall living room windows of the beach house, a mug of black coffee warming her hands, watching the Pacific assemble itself out of the fading darkness. Dawn arrived gradually at Cannon Beach — first a soft charcoal horizon, then a slow bloom of silver that stretched across the water until the waves caught light and began to shimmer.




Strong wind bent the dune grass nearly flat.




“Good,” Avery murmured. “Perfect kite weather.”




Behind her came the muffled thud of a door and the unmistakable shuffle of someone not yet fully awake.




“Avery… if that coffee smells half as good as I think it does, you better have made extra.”




Avery smiled without turning.




“Counter. Still hot.”




Cess appeared moments later, wrapped in an oversized oatmeal-colored sweater that nearly swallowed her small frame. Her long black hair tumbled loose and wild from sleep, and she carried herself with the cautious alertness of someone still deciding whether morning was friend or enemy.




She took one sip of coffee and closed her eyes.




“You may have just saved our friendship.”




“It was never in danger.”




“You don’t know how I am without caffeine.”




Avery finally turned, studying her sidekick with quiet amusement.




Cess Oñativia could look equally natural browsing an upscale boutique or walking through a neighborhood market with a canvas tote and worn sneakers. Today, she looked like someone caught between those worlds — comfortable, practical, but unable to fully hide her appreciation for life’s small luxuries.




“Come here,” Avery said, gesturing toward the window.




Cess walked over — and stopped cold.




The ocean dominated the view, immense and alive, waves rolling toward shore with steady confidence. Far off, Haystack Rock rose from the water like an ancient sentinel.




“Oh,” Cess breathed. “Okay… pictures did not prepare me.”




Avery nodded once.




“Exactly why I wanted this house.”




Finding it had taken persistence bordering on obsession. Oceanfront properties during festival week vanished within minutes, but Avery treated challenges like puzzles.




And Avery solved puzzles.




“I still can’t believe we’re staying here,” Cess said softly. “Do you know what my family vacations looked like? If the motel ice machine worked, it was considered luxury.”




Avery smirked. “Builds character.”




“So does oceanfront serenity, I assume.”




They stepped out onto the deck together.




Cold air wrapped around them instantly, carrying the sharp scent of salt and wet cedar. Gulls wheeled overhead, their cries echoing across the open expanse.




Already, tiny sparks of color floated above the distant shoreline.




The festival kites were rising.




Avery leaned her elbows on the railing.




“There it is,” she said.




Cess followed her gaze.




Even from this distance, the sky showed hints of movement — flashes of crimson, sapphire, and gold dancing against the pale morning.




“You dragged me across state lines for this,” Cess said.




“I invited you.”




“You used persuasive language.”




“You said yes.”




Cess smiled into her coffee.




“Yes… I did.”




That had been the easy part.




Convincing Cess to step away from work, family obligations, and the quiet routines she relied on had taken more effort.




But Avery believed fiercely in interruption — in breaking patterns before life became too predictable.




After a simple breakfast, they bundled into jackets and boots and headed down the sandy path leading from the house to the shore.




The wind met them halfway.




Cess grabbed her hair immediately.




“This is an aggressive welcome.”




“It gets stronger by afternoon,” Avery said.




“Comforting.”




The beach opened wide before them, low tide revealing a vast mirror of wet sand reflecting the brightening sky.




Without needing to discuss it, Avery angled toward the waterline.




She liked walking where land met motion.




Cess fell into step beside her.




For a while, neither spoke. The soundscape was enough — waves collapsing, wind rushing, distant laughter drifting from early festivalgoers.




Avery scanned everything automatically.




Not searching.




Observing.




It was as natural to her as breathing.




Driftwood lay scattered in sculptural tangles, some pieces worn impossibly smooth, others twisted into shapes that suggested long journeys through violent storms.




“Imagine where that started,” Cess said, nudging a pale log with her boot.




“Could’ve traveled hundreds of miles,” Avery replied.




“You always do that.”




“Do what?”




“Turn random objects into stories.”




Avery shrugged. “Everything has a story. Most people just don’t stop long enough to wonder about it.”




They continued strolling.




Ahead, the festival gathered energy.




Families planted folding chairs in the sand. Vendors erected colorful tents. Children ran in unpredictable zigzags, already sticky with excitement.




A massive octopus kite lifted gracefully into the air, its long fabric arms rippling like living tentacles.




Cess laughed outright.




“That is mildly terrifying.”




“It’s impressive engineering,” Avery said.




“You would think that.”




A gust surged in, shoving against them.




Cess bumped Avery’s shoulder.




“If I get blown into the Pacific, tell my mother I dressed well.”




“You always dress well.”




“Even in baggy sweaters?”




“Especially then.”




Cess smiled at that.




Traveling with Avery meant feeling anchored. Avery moved through the world with grounded confidence — adventurous without being reckless, bold without being careless.




Well… mostly.




“So,” Avery said, “agenda check: today we relax. We wander the festival, browse shops, maybe cook something ridiculous tonight.”




“I saw fresh crab at the market.”




“Sold.”




“And sourdough.”




“Non-negotiable.”




They walked another stretch before Cess spoke again, quieter this time.




“You know what I like already?”




“What?”




“That no one needs anything from us here.”




Avery considered that.




“No expectations,” she agreed. “Just the wind and whatever the day brings.”




Cess nodded.




“I didn’t realize how badly I needed that.”




Avery glanced toward the horizon again, eyes narrowing slightly — not with concern, but with focus.




She had learned long ago that the most interesting things often appeared when people believed nothing was happening.




But this morning?




This morning felt calm.




Earned.




They paused, turning back briefly.




Their beach house stood above the dunes, sturdy and welcoming.




Temporary — but theirs.




“Good choice, Avery,” Cess said.




Avery allowed herself a small smile.




“Wait until sunset.”




They resumed walking toward the growing festival, unaware that within hours, that peaceful shoreline would become the starting point of a mystery neither had planned… yet both would refuse to ignore.


By midmorning, the beach had transformed.




What had been a quiet stretch of reflective sand now hummed with life. Bright tents snapped in the wind, their canvas sides rippling like sails. Vendors anchored poles deep into the sand while colorful streamers cracked sharply overhead. Laughter drifted in bursts as families claimed their spots, staking blankets and folding chairs in careful arrangements that would not survive the first strong gust.




Avery slowed her pace slightly as they approached the main body of the festival.




She didn’t stop observing — she never did — but she allowed herself to enjoy the spectacle.




The sky was quickly becoming crowded.




Kites of every imaginable size hovered, dipped, and surged. Some were no bigger than seabirds, darting with nervous energy. Others were enormous, floating with such steady grace they appeared almost permanent, as though they had always belonged to the Oregon sky.




Cess tilted her head back.




“I don’t know where to look first.”




“Start big,” Avery suggested.




A manta ray kite glided overhead, its wings spanning at least twenty feet. Sunlight filtered through its translucent fabric, turning it briefly into stained glass.




Cess let out a low whistle.




“Someone traveled with that thing. Imagine explaining it at airport security.”




Avery smiled faintly.




“You’d be surprised what people transport when passion is involved.”




They moved through the outer edge of the festival, letting the crowd thicken around them gradually rather than diving straight into it. Avery preferred transitions; they gave her time to understand the rhythm of a place.




A group of children raced past trailing a rainbow ribbon kite that bucked wildly behind them.




“Too much tail,” Avery remarked automatically.




Cess gave her a look.




“You know that… how?”




“I read.”




“You read about kites.”




“I read about many things.”




“That is both impressive and slightly intimidating.”




Avery accepted the comment without argument.




A sudden cheer rose nearby as a synchronized team launched a formation of triangular kites that climbed in perfect diagonal alignment.




Even Avery felt a flicker of delight at that.




“Coordination like that takes hours,” she said.




“You sound tempted.”




“To try it? Absolutely not.”




Cess grinned.




“Good. I’d hate for our relaxing vacation to turn into competitive kite training.”




They passed a vendor booth where dozens of small windsocks spun so fast they blurred.




Cess stopped immediately.




“Oh no.”




Avery folded her arms knowingly.




“What?”




“I promised myself I would not shop within the first hour.”




“That promise lasted… what, twelve minutes?”




“These are practical,” Cess insisted, lifting a small fabric spinner. “Look how cheerful it is.”




“You’re rationalizing.”




“Yes, but beautifully.”




After a brief internal struggle that Avery recognized as largely ceremonial, Cess purchased the windsock and tucked it into her crossbody bag.




“One souvenir,” she declared.




“For now,” Avery said.




They continued onward until the crowd thinned slightly near a stretch of open sand.




Avery welcomed the breathing room.




Movement caught her eye — not alarming, just different.




A lone flyer stood farther down the beach, working carefully with a line that angled sharply into the sky. Unlike the playful chaos surrounding them, this setup looked deliberate… almost disciplined.




Avery watched for a few seconds before Cess followed her gaze.




“That person looks serious.”




“Most hobbyists smile more,” Avery agreed.




“Maybe it’s complicated.”




“Or important.”




Cess studied her.




“You’re doing it again.”




“Doing what?”




“That look. The one that says your brain just shifted into investigation mode.”




Avery exhaled softly.




“I’m observing.”




“You observe harder than most people interrogate.”




Before Avery could respond, the wind surged again — stronger this time, flattening jackets against ribs and sending sand skittering across the surface like tiny comets.




Several kites dipped dangerously before stabilizing.




Further down the shoreline, a cluster of large display kites began preparing for launch. Volunteers in bright vests shouted instructions that vanished instantly into the wind.




Cess stepped closer to Avery.




“I officially respect kite flyers. This is athletic.”




“Controlled chaos,” Avery said.




They wandered toward a coffee cart, drawn by the irresistible scent.




The vendor handed them steaming cups with practiced speed.




“First time at the festival?” he asked.




“Yes,” Cess replied. “Is it always this busy?”




“Wait until afternoon,” he said cheerfully. “When the wind peaks, the serious flyers bring out their best pieces.”




Avery filed that away automatically.




Best pieces.




Meaning rare.




Meaning valuable.




Meaning worth noticing.




They thanked him and stepped aside.




For a few minutes, they simply stood shoulder to shoulder watching the sky perform.




“You were right to insist on this trip,” Cess said finally.




Avery glanced sideways.




“You sound surprised.”




“I thought it would be nice. I didn’t realize it would feel…” She searched for the word. “Expansive.”




Avery nodded once.




“The ocean has that effect.”




Cess took a slow sip of coffee.




“My grandmother used to say wide horizons make small worries disappear.”




“Smart woman.”




“She was,” Cess said quietly.




A comfortable silence settled again.




Then—




Something shifted.




Avery didn’t know exactly what drew her attention at first. Perhaps it was the way several nearby flyers turned their heads at once. Or the subtle ripple moving through the crowd as conversations faltered.




Or maybe it was simply instinct.




She looked up.




Higher than the others.




Farther out.




A shape was climbing into the sky.




Not darting.




Not wobbling.




Rising.




Steady as breath.




At first it appeared only as a deep crimson stroke against the pale blue. But as it caught more light, details emerged — long curved lines, sweeping wings, a sinuous tail that twisted elegantly behind it.




Cess saw it a moment later.




“…Avery.”




“I see it.”




The kite was enormous.




And unmistakable.




A dragon.




Its body shimmered with layered shades of red and burnished gold, scales suggested through intricate stitching that glinted whenever the sun struck just right. Horns arched backward from a narrow head, and the mouth was slightly open, revealing white fabric teeth that gave it a startling illusion of life.




When the wind strengthened, the creature seemed to flex.




Not flap.




Flex.




As though gathering strength.




“Well,” Cess breathed, “that is not from the beginner section.”




Avery didn’t answer immediately.




She was studying the flyer now — the same solitary figure she had noticed earlier.




He stood planted firmly in the sand, both hands gripping the control rig. His posture was rigid, focused entirely upward.




There was pride in that stance.




And tension.




“Custom build,” Avery murmured.




“You can tell that from here?”




“Look at the symmetry. And how stable it is despite the gusts. That took expertise.”




People nearby had begun pointing.




Phones lifted.




Even among dozens of impressive displays, the dragon commanded attention.




It did more than decorate the sky.




It dominated it.




Cess leaned closer.




“Imagine traveling with that thing.”




“Imagine what it cost,” Avery said quietly.




The dragon surged higher.




For a fleeting second, the sunlight poured through its wings, and the entire kite ignited into a glowing ember suspended above the Pacific.




Beautiful.




Powerful.




And somehow…




Unsettling.




Avery felt it then — that faint internal shift she had learned never to ignore.




The sense that something noteworthy had just entered the landscape.




Cess exhaled slowly.




“That might be the most incredible kite I’ve ever seen.”




Avery nodded.




“Yes,” she said. “It might be.”




Neither woman looked away.




The dragon kite hovered high and commanding, its long tail twisting like a ribbon of fire against the pale morning sky. Avery’s gaze stayed fixed on it. She didn’t know why, exactly — curiosity, instinct, or a blend of both — but something about the kite made her senses tighten, the way a dog’s ears twitch at the faintest movement.




Cess nudged her shoulder lightly. “You’re scowling at a kite. That’s… intense.”




Avery’s lips quirked in a small, amused smile. “It’s not the kite, it’s the flyer. Something’s off.”




Cess raised an eyebrow. “Off? He’s doing fine from here. I don’t see anything suspicious.”




Avery shook her head subtly. “Watch the hands. Notice how they tremble ever so slightly when adjusting the rig. Not fear, exactly, but tension. He’s… not comfortable with what’s coming.”




“Maybe he just doesn’t get out much,” Cess suggested, but there was a hint of hesitation in her voice. Avery’s instincts tended to be uncannily accurate.




They stepped closer, moving along the fringe of the festival crowd, careful not to push through the denser group of early spectators. The wind carried the tang of salt and roasted nuts from a nearby vendor. Children laughed as they chased a smaller kite, their delight carrying across the open sand. And yet, Avery’s attention remained fixed on the solitary figure commanding the dragon kite.




The man’s movements were deliberate. Every adjustment of the lines seemed precise, almost practiced — but there was a stiffness in his shoulders, a subtle quickness in his steps that didn’t match the calm authority of his kite. It made Avery frown, the kind of frown that usually preceded action.




Cess tugged gently on Avery’s sleeve. “I don’t know why you care so much about him. Maybe he’s just nervous, like anyone flying a dragon-shaped kite for the first time.”




“Not first time,” Avery murmured. “I can tell.”




By now, a small cluster of spectators had gathered, all pointing their phones skyward. The kite looked alive, almost breathing in the light. Avery noticed the crowd’s fascination distracted them from the subtle tension she saw unfolding below.




A sudden shout cut through the noise. Avery’s eyes snapped to the man controlling the dragon kite.




Three men appeared from the opposite side of the festival — tall, broad-shouldered, moving quickly. Avery immediately recognized the signs of coordinated aggression: the way they approached, the silent synchronization of their steps, the way the man holding the kite tensed instantly.




Cess gasped. “Oh no. Oh no, that’s—”




“Stay back,” Avery muttered, already moving.




The first man lunged, grabbing at the kite’s control lines. The flyer resisted, but two others surrounded him, pinning him in place. The dragon kite lurched violently, jerking against the wind as the man struggled. Spectators screamed, startled by the sudden commotion, but the crowd didn’t immediately understand what was happening.




Avery and Cess sprinted toward the scene. Sand sprayed under their feet. The wind roared louder, carrying the shouts of the flyer and the scolding of festival organizers trying to restore order.




Avery reached the man just as he was forced to release a section of the kite line. It flopped downward, but somehow didn’t crash entirely. Avery grabbed his arm. “Are you hurt?”




He shook his head briefly, grimacing. “They… they want it. The kite. They’ll kill for it.”




Cess reached them, her sneakers slipping in the wet sand. “Who? Who are they?”




“They… they’re collectors. Dangerous ones.” The flyer’s voice trembled, but his eyes were sharp, alert. He was a man used to precision, not chaos, and chaos had just arrived in full force.




Avery assessed the situation quickly. Three men, armed only with brute strength, had overpowered him temporarily. But the wind favored movement along the shoreline. The dragon kite, massive as it was, tethered him to the spot.




“We need a plan,” Avery said quietly to Cess.




Cess looked around. Festival-goers were backing away, some filming on their phones, some paralyzed by surprise. “We can’t just stand here,” she said. “They’ll take him, take the kite… what then?”




Avery nodded. “Exactly. We intervene carefully. I’ll distract. You… flank.”




Cess’s eyes widened. “Are you serious?”




Avery gave her a reassuring glance. “You can do it. I need you sharp and decisive. Not reckless.”




“I—okay. Right. Sharp and decisive.”




Avery shifted, moving into a position that gave her a clear view of the assailants. She drew their attention, waving a hand and shouting, making herself appear as a threat from a different angle.




Cess, smaller and quicker, slipped along the edge of the festival, approaching the men from behind, ready to react at Avery’s signal.




The flyer glanced at Avery, a flicker of understanding in his eyes. “You… you shouldn’t,” he said.




Avery ignored him, keeping her movements loud and unpredictable. One of the three men glanced toward her, and that was enough.




Cess moved closer, now behind the second assailant, her heart hammering in her chest. She had never been in a situation quite like this. Shopping, planning, organizing — easy. But this… this required courage she hadn’t fully tested before.




She inhaled sharply, then exhaled, remembering Avery’s quiet lessons on instincts and timing. She shifted her weight, ready to act.




The flyer seized the moment, twisting his body to break free of the third man’s grip. The kite line slackened slightly, giving him a fraction of a second to recover balance.




Sand flew as Cess lunged, knocking the second man off balance. Avery surged from her position, striking a loud noise against the first, causing him to spin in confusion.




Chaos erupted. The crowd screamed and scattered. The men — not expecting coordinated resistance — faltered. The flyer took advantage, gripping the control lines and stabilizing the dragon kite.




The massive kite soared higher, caught in a powerful gust, wings spreading like fire against the bright sky. Its sudden rise drew the attention of everyone nearby, momentarily turning the focus away from the scuffle on the sand.




Avery and Cess regrouped quickly. The assailants hesitated, then fled, leaving the flyer standing alone with the dragon kite towering above him. He panted, muscles taut with exertion.




Avery approached him cautiously. “Are you okay?”




The flyer nodded, though the tension in his shoulders remained. “They… they won’t stop. That kite… it’s important. I can’t let them have it.”




Cess looked up at the massive kite. “I don’t even know what it is, but it looks… priceless.”




“It is,” he said, finally allowing himself to exhale. “And dangerous in the wrong hands.”




Avery studied him carefully. Danger. Value. Urgency. This wasn’t a random theft or petty jealousy. Something larger was at play, something tied to the kite itself.




Cess glanced at Avery, silent question in her eyes. Avery gave a small nod. Yes, they were about to be pulled into something far beyond a simple beach festival.




And she couldn’t wait to see how it unfolded.
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Chapter 2 - The Dragon Kite Appears




The afternoon sun was climbing steadily, burning off the thin morning haze, and the festival at Cannon Beach had reached full momentum. Kites of every conceivable color and shape stretched across the sky, their tails whipping and twirling in the persistent coastal wind. Families, couples, and solo enthusiasts dotted the sand, wandering from vendor to vendor, carrying snacks or cameras, while children darted between the tents in gleeful chaos.




Avery and Cess had stepped back slightly from the densest part of the festival. They needed room to think, and Avery, ever observant, had a feeling that today’s calm beachside fun would not last long.




Cess adjusted her sweater against the wind, squinting at the scene ahead. “So, which one is supposed to be the big attraction? All of them look… impressive.”




Avery’s eyes were locked on a lone figure farther down the beach, standing near the edge of the shoreline. He was adjusting something with precision, his hands gripping lines taut as he balanced against the gusts of wind. He wasn’t part of any organized display or performance. He was alone. And that made him unusual — especially for this festival, where most participants arrived in teams and carried elaborate setups.




“There,” Avery said quietly, pointing. “See him?”




Cess followed her gaze. The figure was holding a long rod that split into multiple lines, which connected to a massive shape climbing steadily into the sky. It was immediately obvious that this was no ordinary kite.




The kite itself was breathtaking. Crimson and gold, shaped like a dragon, it seemed almost alive as it twisted, flexed, and glided against the blue canvas of the afternoon sky. Sunlight struck its surface, making the colors shimmer like molten metal. The wings expanded and contracted slightly as if the creature were testing the currents, reading the wind like a living being.




“Holy…” Cess breathed. “Is that… real?”




“It’s real enough,” Avery replied, studying the man controlling it. “And not something you see every day.”




As the kite climbed, the man adjusted the lines with careful precision, his movements sharp and practiced. But Avery noticed tension in his posture — a slight stiffness in his shoulders, a quick twitch of his wrist as he stabilized the rig. He wasn’t inexperienced; that was clear. But he was wary. Something was wrong.




Cess tilted her head. “He doesn’t look nervous. Or does he?”




“He’s tense,” Avery said softly. “Not fear, but awareness. He knows someone is watching him, or waiting. And that kite… whatever it is, it’s valuable.”




“Valuable? It’s just a kite.”




“No,” Avery said. “Not ‘just a kite.’ That dragon is custom-built, probably worth a fortune in materials and craftsmanship, and it clearly carries significance to him beyond money.”




The two women moved closer, weaving through the scattered spectators. Avery’s eyes scanned the crowd as she approached, noting groups that lingered too long or shifted oddly. Her instincts, honed over years of cases and investigations, were already detecting patterns. Not everything made sense yet, but she sensed the first hints of trouble.




Suddenly, a shout pierced the murmur of the festival. Avery’s attention snapped back to the man with the dragon kite.




Three figures were moving toward him, their steps purposeful and synchronized. The flyer stiffened immediately, a muscle tightening along his jaw. The kite wavered slightly in the sudden gust of wind, and Avery’s instincts screamed at her: something bad was about to happen.




“They’re coming,” Cess whispered.




Avery nodded. “Yes. And he’s not ready for them.”




The men reached the flyer in moments. One grabbed at the kite’s rig, another flanked him, and the third circled behind. The flyer struggled to maintain control, his arms pulling the lines taut as the wind whipped the massive dragon. It jerked and dipped violently, nearly throwing him off balance.




Avery acted instantly, sprinting toward the group. Sand sprayed under her boots as she closed the distance, Cess following closely.




“Hey!” Avery shouted, drawing the attention of the nearest man. “Back off!”




The flyer glanced at her in relief, recognition flashing in his eyes that he wasn’t entirely alone.




Cess moved quickly along the side, positioning herself to intercept the second man if he advanced. Her heart was pounding, adrenaline surging. This was not a drill or an exercise. These were real people, and the stakes were immediate.




The flyer managed to jerk the kite lines, momentarily stabilizing the dragon. It soared higher, wings flexing majestically against the sunlight. Avery and Cess worked in tandem, distraction and flanking maneuvers honed from quick instinct and teamwork.




The three assailants hesitated, startled by the sudden resistance. One spun toward Avery, giving the flyer just enough room to regain his footing. The dragon kite, massive and imposing, caught a perfect gust and climbed sharply, drawing the attention of the festival-goers. People paused, pointing cameras and gasping at the sight, and for a moment, the three attackers were forced to reconsider.




Cess lunged at the second man, tripping him slightly, while Avery’s yell distracted the first. The flyer took the opportunity to push against the third, breaking free of their grasp.




Chaos erupted on the sand, but Avery remained calm, calculating every move. She could see the kite’s tension, the strain on the flyer’s body, the angles of the men’s approach. Every factor mattered.




Finally, the assailants backed off, unwilling to continue in the face of resistance and the growing attention of the crowd. They disappeared into the fringe of spectators, leaving the flyer alone.




He panted, muscles taut, but stood his ground. The dragon kite hovered above him, immense and vibrant, every line taut, every detail perfectly balanced.




Avery approached cautiously. “Are you okay?”




The man shook his head slightly, then nodded. “They… they wanted it. The kite. They’ll come back.”




Cess blinked at the kite, awe still evident. “They’d… fight over a kite?”




“This isn’t just a kite,” the flyer said. “It’s a challenge. And some people take challenges far too seriously.”




Avery’s mind raced. She studied him carefully, noting the precision in his posture, the controlled breathing, the wary but intelligent eyes. He wasn’t simply a hobbyist. He was someone who had something to protect, and that something had drawn attention — dangerous attention.




“Looks like we’re going to be involved,” Avery said quietly to Cess.




Cess looked at her, wide-eyed. “You’re not scared?”




Avery gave a small smile. “Scared isn’t useful right now. Alert is.”




The flyer finally relaxed slightly, still holding the kite lines, but now aware he had allies — two women, quick and capable, who had intervened without hesitation.




Avery stepped closer, offering her hand. “I’m Avery. This is my partner, Cess. We can help.”




The man hesitated, then nodded once. “I’m… glad you’re here. I don’t have time to explain everything, but you need to know — this kite isn’t just for show. It’s part of a challenge, one that people will do anything to win.”




Avery studied him, noting the gravity in his tone. “Then let’s start by keeping it safe.”




Cess glanced at the massive dragon, awed and tense. “And… how exactly do you do that?”




Avery smirked faintly. “Step one: don’t panic. Step two: observe. Step three: act fast when the next move comes.”




Above them, the dragon kite flexed, its massive wings slicing through the wind, almost as if it sensed the unfolding events on the sand below.




Avery knew, in that moment, that a simple festival day had just turned into something far more dangerous — and far more compelling.


The wind had intensified by mid-afternoon, whipping across the sand and tugging insistently at everything in its path. Festival tents rattled, and smaller kites wobbled precariously above the crowd. But the dragon kite soared higher, cutting through the gusts like a living creature. Its wings stretched wide, scales glinting gold and crimson in the bright sunlight.




Avery and Cess stood close to the flyer, who now held the control lines with renewed focus. His movements were precise, every adjustment deliberate, yet the tension in his shoulders remained. He had recovered from the initial confrontation, but Avery could see the strain in the slight tremor of his hands.




“We need to move,” Avery muttered to Cess, her voice low. “They’ll be back, and the next time they won’t be subtle.”




Cess nodded, gripping her small purse tightly. “Do we tell the festival staff?” she asked, glancing around at the scattered onlookers. “Security might help.”




Avery shook her head. “By the time they respond, those guys could vanish. We need a plan we control.” She turned her attention back to the flyer. “Can you keep the kite stable if we create a little distraction?”




He hesitated, glancing up at the massive wings, then back at Avery. “I think so. But they’ll come for it. They know the value — and they won’t hesitate to be violent.”




“Then we have to be faster,” Avery said, assessing the surrounding crowd. The area near the water was less crowded, offering a clear path. Beyond that, dunes and rocky outcroppings could provide temporary cover.




Cess glanced nervously at the flyer. “This is insane. A kite. You said it’s just a kite. I didn’t realize it came with… people trying to beat someone up.”




Avery’s gaze never left the flyer. “It’s not the kite. It’s what the kite represents. That’s why they’re after him.”




The flyer swallowed, his jaw tight. “It’s part of a challenge. An annual one. Only a few know the true rules, and the kite… it carries one of the pieces.”




Cess blinked. “A piece?”




“Yes,” he said. “A symbolic piece. Whoever controls it at the right moment can claim the challenge. But people will kill for it.”




Avery’s mind started to churn. A festival, a dragon kite, an invisible challenge with deadly stakes. It fit her instincts perfectly. “Then we move him somewhere safe, out of the crowd, and figure out the next step. Quickly.”




The flyer gave a curt nod, then adjusted his grip, steadying the kite. Its massive wings flexed, responding to subtle changes in the wind. Avery and Cess flanked him, moving quickly along the edge of the sand.




“Watch the men,” Avery warned. “If they’re smart, they’ll try to blend in with spectators and strike from the sidelines.”




Cess followed her instructions, scanning the crowd with wide, alert eyes. She was small, quick, and observant — the perfect counterbalance to Avery’s aggressive instincts.




The flyer led them toward a cluster of rocks further down the beach, where the wind currents were steadier and the sand less crowded. He moved with surprising agility, considering the massive kite overhead and the strain of the control lines.




Avery stayed close, noting every detail. The crowd’s attention was divided, distracted by the colorful spectacle above, which gave them a temporary advantage. But the men who had attacked earlier were calculating, Avery was certain. They would not give up easily.




As they neared the rocks, the flyer spoke quietly. “If they get the kite… it’s not just about winning. They’ll destroy the piece.”




Cess frowned. “What do you mean ‘destroy the piece’? It’s just fabric and string.”




Avery’s eyes narrowed. “It’s never just fabric and string. There’s something inside — something valuable. Could be a mechanism, a token, a clue — anything. And that’s why they’re violent.”




The flyer nodded. “Exactly. That’s why I can’t let them have it.”




They reached the rocks, giving the flyer a clear space to stabilize the kite. Its massive wings flexed again, holding against the gusts, but the tension in the lines was palpable. Avery examined the surroundings. The rocks formed a natural barrier, and the dunes behind them provided potential cover, but the open stretch of sand between them and the crowd was dangerous.




Avery turned to Cess. “You stay with him. Keep him calm. Don’t let anyone get close from behind.”




Cess’s jaw tightened. “And you?”




“I’ll draw attention if necessary. Or intercept anyone trying to approach from the sides.”




Cess swallowed, nodding. She moved closer to the flyer, offering silent reassurance while Avery positioned herself strategically, scanning the shoreline for signs of the attackers.




Minutes passed, tense and silent except for the roar of the wind and the occasional cry of a gull. Then, without warning, a shadow moved along the dunes — one of the men from earlier.




“Here they come,” Avery muttered, tightening her stance.




The man advanced slowly, blending with a small group of spectators. Avery assessed the angle, calculating the distance, the wind, and the timing.




She moved first, intercepting the man with a loud shout and a deliberate display of movement. The distraction worked. The attacker hesitated, momentarily thrown off balance.




Cess, reacting instantly, slipped behind him and grabbed at his arm, pulling him off course. The flyer adjusted the kite lines just in time, and the dragon soared higher, stabilized by the sudden gust.




The second assailant emerged from the crowd, but Avery and Cess worked in unison. Avery called out, creating a loud diversion, while Cess moved quickly to block his path. The attacker faltered, uncertain, and the flyer took advantage, adjusting his stance to regain full control of the kite.




Above them, the dragon kite twisted and flexed, responding to the subtle commands of its operator. Its enormous wings caught the wind perfectly, holding it aloft like a sentinel guarding the flyer.




The first two attackers retreated slightly, reassessing the situation. The third lingered at the edge of the crowd, clearly waiting for a better angle. Avery kept her focus on him, ready to react at the first sign of movement.




Finally, the three men decided to withdraw, disappearing into the fringes of the festival. The flyer exhaled deeply, muscles relaxing slightly as he held the kite steady.




Avery approached him cautiously. “You’re safe, for now.”




The man nodded, though the tension remained. “They won’t give up. Not until they have the kite.”




Cess looked up at the massive dragon. “It’s incredible. I don’t even know what it is, but it’s… alive.”




“It’s more than a kite,” Avery said quietly. “And we need to understand why people would risk everything for it.”




The flyer finally allowed himself a moment of relief, though the weight of responsibility was still evident in his posture. He adjusted the control lines, keeping the dragon kite aloft, every movement precise.




Avery turned to Cess. “We’re in this now. Fully.”




Cess’s eyes widened, a mixture of awe and apprehension. “You mean… we’re actually involved?”




“Yes,” Avery said, her voice calm but firm. “And there’s no turning back.”




Above them, the dragon kite flexed its massive wings, the sunlight catching its scales, casting fiery reflections across the sand.




Avery felt that familiar thrill — the one that always came before a case, before a mystery revealed itself. This was no ordinary festival, no simple kite competition. This was the beginning of something bigger. Something dangerous.




And she, as always, was ready.




The dragon kite climbed higher.




Avery tilted her head back, narrowing her eyes against the brightness. Up there, the kite looked less like fabric and frame and more like a creature that had chosen the sky as its kingdom. Its long tail rippled in slow, hypnotic waves, and every time the wind surged, the wings flexed with startling realism.




But Avery wasn’t admiring it anymore.




She was thinking.




Patterns were already forming in her mind — the attackers, the tension in the flyer’s posture, the mention of a challenge, the idea that something was hidden within the kite itself. None of it suggested a random altercation. This had been targeted.




Deliberate.




And unfinished.




She scanned the beach again.




Festival laughter drifted across the sand, and a nearby announcer’s voice crackled through a speaker system, cheerfully describing an upcoming synchronized launch as though nothing unusual had happened. If anyone beyond the immediate witnesses had noticed the confrontation, they were already returning to their snacks and photographs.




Crowds had short memories when spectacle was available.




“Tell me your name,” Avery said calmly, turning back to the flyer.




He hesitated — just for a second — as if measuring how much trust he could afford.




“Elliot Vale.”




His voice carried the faintest rasp, either from strain or nerves.




“Avery,” she replied, gesturing slightly toward her companion. “And this is Cess.”




Cess gave a small wave.




Elliot nodded once.




“You stepped in without hesitation,” he said. “Most people wouldn’t.”




Avery shrugged lightly.




“Most people don’t like trouble. I don’t like bullies.”




That earned the faintest ghost of a smile from him.




The wind shifted abruptly, stronger now, forcing Elliot to widen his stance. The control lines pulled taut, humming faintly — a low vibration almost like the string of a massive instrument.




Avery noticed it immediately.




“That frame must be reinforced,” she said.




“It is,” Elliot replied automatically. Then he caught himself, as though surprised she’d recognized it.




“You know kites?”




“I know craftsmanship when I see it.”




Cess folded her arms against the wind.




“Okay, I have reached the end of my patience,” she said. “Someone tried to assault you in broad daylight over that thing. You mentioned a challenge. And Avery has officially entered her ‘solving face.’ So… talk.”




Elliot looked toward the horizon.




For several seconds, only the wind spoke.




Finally, he said quietly:




“There are five kites.”




Avery’s attention sharpened instantly.




“Five?”




“Yes. Each appears at a different coastal festival along the Pacific Northwest throughout the season. Each carries… something.”




“A token?” Avery guessed.




Elliot nodded slowly.




“A marker of entry into what’s called The Ascension Trial.”




Cess blinked.




“That sounds either extremely dramatic… or extremely illegal.”




“Neither,” Elliot said. “At least not officially. It’s private. Old. Invitation-only.”




Avery crossed her arms.




“What happens if someone collects all five tokens?”




“They win the right to claim something very valuable.”




“What?” Cess pressed.




Elliot hesitated again.




“A historical artifact believed lost for nearly a century.”




Avery felt a flicker of electricity travel down her spine.




Now this made sense.




People did not attack strangers over hobbies.




But a lost artifact?




That was motive.




“That dragon kite carries one of the tokens,” Avery said quietly.




“Yes.”




“And the men who attacked you?”




“Collectors. Or hired by one.”




Cess rubbed her forehead.




“I wanted a relaxing vacation,” she muttered.




Avery ignored that.




“Why not report this to authorities?”




Elliot gave a humorless laugh.




“And tell them what? That secret collectors are fighting over hidden tokens inside festival kites? By the time paperwork began, the trial would move on.”




Avery didn’t argue — because he was right.




Bureaucracy moved slowly.




Obsession moved fast.




A gust slammed into them, so powerful that even Avery had to brace herself.




The dragon dipped sharply.




Elliot reacted instantly, adjusting tension with practiced precision.




Avery watched his hands.




Steady now.




Competent.




This man was no amateur caught in a dangerous game.




He had chosen to be part of it.




“Why you?” she asked suddenly.




“Why fly one of these kites?”




He met her gaze.




“Because my grandfather failed.”




That answer hung between them.




Heavy.




“He competed in the trial decades ago,” Elliot continued. “Came close. But someone betrayed him. The artifact vanished afterward.”




“And you want to finish what he started,” Avery said.




“Yes.”




Cess studied him carefully.




“You realize people are willing to hurt you for this.”




“I expected resistance,” he said.




“But not an assault?” Avery asked.




His silence was answer enough.




Avery turned slowly, scanning the crowds again.




Something about today felt… accelerated.




As though the game had already entered a later stage than Elliot realized.




“You shouldn’t stay exposed like this,” she said.




“I don’t have a choice. The kite has to remain airborne for a minimum window to validate the token.”




“Validate?” Cess repeated.




“There are watchers,” Elliot explained quietly. “Hidden among the festivals. They confirm successful flights.”




Avery almost smiled.




Of course there were.




Secret trials loved their witnesses.




“How long?” she asked.




“Another forty minutes.”




Avery checked the sun’s position automatically.




Plenty of time for another attempt.




Her instincts prickled.




Right on cue, Cess leaned closer.




“Um… Avery?”




She followed Cess’s gaze.




Three figures stood far down the beach near a cluster of vendor tents.




Watching.




Not pretending otherwise.




The same men.




“They’re patient,” Avery murmured.




“They’re waiting for something,” Cess said.




“Yes,” Avery replied.




“They’re waiting for the moment he has to land the kite.”




Understanding flashed across Elliot’s face — followed immediately by dread.




“They’ll rush me during descent,” he whispered.




“Exactly,” Avery said.




For a moment, none of them spoke.




The dragon soared above, magnificent and unaware of the human conflict tethered to its lines.




Then Avery made a decision.




Her voice shifted — calm, commanding.




“Elliot, when it’s time to bring that kite down, you will not be doing it alone.”




He looked startled.




“You intend to help me?”




“I intend to prevent a theft.”




Cess exhaled slowly.




“Here we go,” she muttered.




Avery shot her a sideways glance.




“You still wanted excitement.”




“I meant maybe a whale sighting.”




Avery almost laughed — but didn’t.




Instead, she stepped closer to Elliot.




“Listen carefully. When you begin descent, they will move fast. Probably from multiple angles. Crowd confusion will work in their favor.”




He nodded tightly.




“So what do we do?”




Avery’s eyes gleamed.




“We control the landing zone.”




Cess blinked.




“We can do that?”




“We can influence it,” Avery corrected.




She pointed toward a narrower stretch of shoreline bordered by tall driftwood piles.




“Bring it down there. Less access. Fewer approach paths.”




Elliot followed her gesture.




“That will be harder in this wind.”




“Harder is acceptable,” Avery said.




“Vulnerable is not.”




Something in her certainty steadied him.




He nodded.




“All right.”




The next half hour crawled.




Every gust felt louder.




Every moving shadow suspicious.




Avery repositioned twice, mapping routes in her mind — attacker paths, escape paths, obstacles.




Beside her, Cess remained alert despite the nerves Avery could clearly see she was suppressing.




Good, Avery thought.




Courage wasn’t the absence of fear.




It was movement despite it.




Finally, Elliot spoke:




“It’s time.”




The words seemed to tighten the air itself.




“Start guiding it down,” Avery said.




The dragon responded gradually, descending in wide, controlled arcs.




Even people far down the beach paused to watch.




Phones rose again.




Spectacle drew attention — useful attention.




But also cover for predators.




Avery saw the attackers move immediately.




“Positions,” she said quietly.




Cess shifted left.




Avery angled right.




Elliot focused entirely on the kite.




Lower.




Lower.




The massive wings caught one last powerful gust, ballooning outward before folding slightly as Elliot adjusted tension.




Fifty feet.




Thirty.




Twenty.




Then—




“They’re coming,” Cess warned.




The three men advanced quickly now, no pretense left.




Avery stepped forward to intercept the nearest one.




“Festival staff are on their way,” she called loudly — a bluff delivered with total confidence.




The man hesitated.




Just long enough.




Cess dragged a heavy piece of driftwood directly into another attacker’s path.




He stumbled, swearing.




Elliot brought the dragon within reach of the sand.




“Now!” Avery snapped.




Together, she and Cess grabbed the lower spar, anchoring it before the wind could wrench it away.




Fabric thundered.




Sand exploded upward.




For one wild second, it felt like trying to restrain an actual beast.




Then—




Stillness.




The dragon lay across the shore, vast and gleaming.




The attackers stopped.




Too many witnesses now.




Too much risk.




After a long, simmering stare, they retreated again into the crowd.




Gone.




But not defeated.




Elliot sagged slightly with relief.




“You just saved the trial for me.”




Avery brushed sand from her hands.




“Don’t thank me yet,” she said calmly.




“This was only attempt number one.”




Cess stared at the enormous kite.




“I officially withdraw my request for a quiet vacation.”




Avery allowed herself a small smile.




Something told her this mystery was only beginning.




And she intended to see it through.
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Chapter 3 - Violence in the Wind 


The moment the dragon kite settled onto the sand, the mood of the beach shifted — not dramatically enough for most festival goers to notice, but Avery felt it immediately.


Tension had weight.


And it had just landed beside them.


The enormous kite sprawled across the shore like a fallen monarch, its crimson fabric snapping sharply each time the wind tried to reclaim it. Up close, the craftsmanship was even more impressive. Reinforced seams. Carbon spars. Hand-painted scales that shimmered gold when the light struck at the right angle.


This was not merely expensive.


It was intentional.


Purpose-built.


Avery crouched near one of the wing joints, careful not to interfere as Elliot secured the lines with practiced efficiency.


“Don’t fold it yet,” she said quietly.


Elliot glanced up. “Why?”


“Because they’re still watching.”


He didn’t need to ask who.


Cess followed Avery’s gaze toward the festival crowd. At first glance, everything appeared normal — children running, music drifting, vendors shouting about kettle corn.


But then she saw them.


Farther back now.


Pretending interest in a rack of wind spinners.


Not very convincingly.


“Oh, I don’t like them,” Cess muttered.


“You’re not supposed to,” Avery replied.


Elliot finished anchoring the rig and straightened slowly, rolling his shoulders as though only now allowing himself to feel the strain.


“They’ve never been this bold before,” he admitted.


“Which means something has changed,” Avery said.


Cess crossed her arms tightly against the wind.


“Could be desperation.”


“Or urgency,” Avery added.


She walked the length of the dragon’s body, studying it with the careful attention she normally reserved for crime scenes.


Because, in her mind, that’s exactly what this was becoming.


“Where is it?” she asked without looking up.


Elliot froze.


“I beg your pardon?”


“The token,” Avery clarified calmly. “If I were trying to steal this kite, I’d know exactly where to cut.”


His hesitation confirmed her suspicion before he even spoke.


“It’s housed in the spine,” he said finally. “Internal compartment. Nearly impossible to access without knowing the release.”


“Nearly,” Avery repeated.


Cess leaned closer, lowering her voice.


“So if they managed to slash it open…”


“They could grab it and disappear in seconds,” Avery finished.


The wind surged again, rattling the kite loudly.


For a moment, none of them spoke.


Then Avery stood.


“You can’t stay exposed on the open beach.”


“I have a storage tent,” Elliot said. “Temporary structure near the north lot.”


Avery shook her head immediately.


“Too obvious. That’s the first place they’ll check.”


His jaw tightened.


“You’re suggesting I carry a twelve-foot dragon through a crowded festival unnoticed?”


“I’m suggesting we outthink them.”


Cess nodded quickly.


“I vote for outthinking.”


Avery scanned the landscape.


Her eyes settled on a row of vacation homes perched beyond the dunes — including their own.


An idea formed.


“How far is our house?” Cess asked, following her gaze.


“Seven minutes if we move quickly,” Avery replied.


Elliot blinked.


“You would bring it… there?”


“For now,” Avery said.


“It’s private property, limited visibility from the beach, and multiple exit routes.”


Cess tilted her head.


“And importantly — it has coffee.”


Avery ignored that.


Elliot studied the house in the distance, uncertainty written plainly across his face.


“I don’t want to endanger you.”


Avery gave a small, humorless smile.


“Mr. Vale, danger introduced itself the moment those men laid hands on you. The question now is whether we manage it intelligently.”


He considered that… then nodded once.


“Very well.”


“Good,” Avery said briskly. “We move immediately. Cess, grab the tail fabric. I’ll take the forward spar.”


Together, they began the awkward process of gathering the dragon.


Even partially collapsed, the kite resisted them, the wind fighting every fold. The fabric cracked loudly, drawing occasional curious glances, but nothing sustained enough to raise alarm.


“Smile if anyone looks,” Avery advised quietly.


Cess forced one that felt more like a grimace.


“This thing weighs more than it looks!”


“Composite frame,” Elliot explained.


“Wonderful,” she puffed.


They started toward the dunes.


Avery deliberately chose a path that angled away from the densest crowd. Sand dragged at their steps, slowing progress, but she refused to rush.


Running attracted attention.


Confidence discouraged it.


Halfway there, Cess murmured:


“They’re moving.”


Avery didn’t turn.


“Distance?”


“Still far. But yes — definitely following.”


Of course they were.


Predators didn’t abandon prey so easily.


“Stay steady,” Avery said.


The climb over the dune proved harder than expected. Wind hit them full force at the crest, ballooning the dragon’s folded wings so violently that Elliot nearly lost his grip.


Avery planted her boots.


“Lower it!” she commanded.


They crouched instinctively until the gust passed.


Cess let out a shaky laugh.


“Remind me again how this became a vacation activity?”


Avery smirked faintly.


“Character building.”


Once over the dune, the wind softened slightly, blocked by tall beach grass and the slope itself.


The house waited ahead — quiet, dignified, oblivious to the intrigue approaching its deck.


They reached it without incident.


Avery unlocked the sliding door quickly.


“Inside.”


Dragging the dragon across the threshold felt surreal, like ushering a mythical creature into a vacation rental.


Once fully inside, Elliot secured the frame and finally exhaled — a long, trembling breath he’d clearly been holding.


The sudden stillness rang in their ears.


No roaring wind.


No snapping fabric.


Just the muted hush of the house.


Cess dropped onto the couch.


“I need five minutes,” she declared.


Avery moved immediately to the windows, scanning the approach.


Nothing yet.


But she knew better than to assume safety.


Elliot ran a hand through his hair.


“You’ve done more for me in one hour than anyone in this trial ever has.”


Avery turned back toward him.


“Tell me about the others.”


He frowned slightly.


“Others?”


“The remaining kites. If this is one of five, where are the rest?”


“Dispersed across the season,” he said. “Astoria hosted the first. Long Beach will hold another. Two more farther south.”


“And the collectors?” Avery asked.


“They compete quietly. Wealthy, obsessive types. Some see it as sport.”


“Some see it as conquest,” Avery corrected.


He didn’t argue.


Cess leaned forward.


“And the artifact at the end of all this?”


Elliot hesitated longer this time.


“It’s rumored to be a navigational instrument from an early exploration vessel. Supposedly priceless.”


Avery’s eyes sharpened.


History.


Money.


Prestige.


Now the violence made perfect sense.


She walked back toward the dragon, studying its spine again.


“We need to assume escalation,” she said calmly.


Cess groaned softly.


“I was afraid you were going to say that.”


“They attacked in daylight,” Avery continued. “Next time may not be so public.”


Elliot swallowed.


“You think they’d break in?”


“I think obsession erodes boundaries,” Avery said.


A sudden sound cut through the room.


Footsteps.


On the deck.


All three froze.


Cess whispered:


“Tell me that’s just a neighbor…”


Avery didn’t answer.


She was already moving toward the door.


Avery lifted one hand slightly — a silent signal for stillness.


The footsteps came again.


Slow.


Measured.


Not the careless shuffle of a tourist who’d wandered onto the wrong deck.


Whoever stood outside was listening.


Cess slid off the couch as quietly as possible, her earlier exhaustion evaporating into alert tension.


“Do we call someone?” she whispered.


“Not yet,” Avery murmured.


She approached the sliding glass door but stopped just short of exposing herself to the open pane. Instead, she angled her body toward the narrow strip of wall beside it and used the faint reflection in the glass to search for movement.


A shadow shifted.


Male build.


Tall.


Broad shoulders.


Waiting.


Elliot’s voice barely carried across the room.


“They found us already…”


“Maybe,” Avery said calmly. “Or maybe someone is curious about the dragon we just dragged indoors.”


She looked toward Cess.


“Kitchen. Now.”


Cess understood instantly and disappeared around the corner without argument.


Avery listened — counting the seconds.


Three.


Four.


Five.


Then came a soft knock.


Polite.


Controlled.


Predators didn’t always snarl. Sometimes they smiled first.


Avery stepped forward and raised her voice just enough.


“Yes?”


“Afternoon,” a man called through the glass. “Sorry to bother you. Festival staff.”


Avery almost smiled.


Too convenient.


“Identification?” she replied.


There was a pause.


Not long — but long enough.


“I must’ve left it in the vehicle,” the man said smoothly. “We noticed some equipment being removed from the permitted flying zone. Just routine verification.”


Avery folded her arms.


“We’ll be happy to cooperate once you return with proper credentials.”


Another pause.


Then—


“Well… no need to make this complicated.”


The friendliness drained from his tone like water from cracked glass.


Avery’s suspicion hardened into certainty.


Not staff.


Never had been.


Behind her, Cess reappeared silently, gripping a heavy cast-iron skillet. She caught Avery’s eye and lifted it slightly.


Avery gave the tiniest shake of her head.


Not yet.


The shadow shifted again.


“Look,” the man said, voice lower now. “We know what you brought in there. Hand it over and no one gets hurt.”


Elliot inhaled sharply.


Avery didn’t turn.


“Leave,” she said flatly.


A humorless chuckle drifted through the glass.


“You misunderstand the situation.”


“No,” Avery replied. “You misunderstand the property laws in this state — and my willingness to enforce them.”


Silence.


Then the faint creak of deck wood as weight shifted.


Another voice joined from farther back.


“We don’t have time for this.”


So there were at least two.


Possibly three.


Avery’s mind mapped angles automatically.


Front deck covered.


But the house had rear access.


“Cess,” she whispered, “check the back.”


Cess nodded and vanished again.


Elliot stepped closer, voice tight.


“This is my fault.”


“Stop,” Avery said.


“Blame is irrelevant. Strategy is not.”


Outside, the first man spoke again.


“You can’t guard it forever.”


Avery allowed herself a small smile he couldn’t see.


“Long enough.”


Another silence.


Then footsteps retreating across the deck.


She waited.


Counted to ten.


Twenty.


Thirty.


Only when she was certain they were gone did she move to the door and lock it firmly.


Cess returned moments later.


“Back is clear. But I saw them heading toward the public access path.”


“They’ll regroup,” Avery said.


Elliot pressed a hand against his temple.


“This isn’t how the trial usually unfolds. There are rules.”


Avery arched a brow.


“Men who assault strangers on a public beach aren’t known for respecting rules.”


He exhaled shakily.


“You’re right.”


Cess set the skillet down with a soft clink.


“Okay, new rule: no one opens any doors unless Avery says so.”


Avery walked to the windows again, adjusting the blinds just enough to observe without being obvious.


“From this moment forward, we assume surveillance.”


Cess blinked.


“You mean they’re watching the house?”


“I would be,” Avery replied.


Elliot looked toward the dragon sprawled across the living room floor.


“What do we do now?”


Avery turned.


“Now you tell me everything you haven’t yet.”


He hesitated — then nodded slowly.


“There’s more at stake than the artifact.”


“I suspected as much,” Avery said.


“The Ascension Trial isn’t just about possession,” he continued. “It’s about membership.”


“Membership in what?” Cess asked.


“A private consortium of collectors and historians. Extremely influential. Extremely discreet.”


Avery’s gaze sharpened.


Influence meant reach.


Reach meant resources.


Which meant the men outside might not be reckless amateurs.


“Your grandfather,” she said. “Was he part of this consortium?”


“He was invited,” Elliot answered. “But never completed the trial. After his failure… he spent the rest of his life trying to recover the artifact independently.”


“And you inherited the obsession,” Avery said.


He didn’t deny it.


Cess folded her arms.


“So basically, we are now guarding a dragon that rich, powerful people desperately want.”


Avery nodded once.


“Yes.”


Cess sighed toward the ceiling.


“I knew I should’ve packed pepper spray.”


Avery’s attention returned to Elliot.


“Who knows you’re flying this kite?”


“Only the trial coordinators.”


“Names?”


He shook his head.


“They operate anonymously.”


“Convenient,” Avery muttered.


A sudden gust rattled the house, windows humming faintly.


For a moment, all three listened.


Then Avery spoke decisively.


“You can’t stay here tonight.”


Elliot blinked.


“You just said this was safer.”


“For the afternoon,” she corrected. “Predictability becomes vulnerability after dark.”


Cess straightened.


“Wait… you’re not suggesting we move that thing again?”


“I am,” Avery said.


“Where?” Elliot asked.


Avery thought for a moment.


Then—


“A storage facility.”


Cess frowned.


“Wouldn’t that be obvious?”


“Not if we choose the right one.”


Understanding dawned slowly on Elliot’s face.


“You mean… one without a digital trail.”


Avery allowed herself a small approving nod.


“Cash payment. Short term. No festival proximity.”


Cess stared at her.


“Do you secretly plan heists in your spare time?”


“I plan outcomes,” Avery replied.


Before anyone could respond, a vehicle engine rumbled faintly outside.


All three went still again.


Through the blinds, Avery saw a dark SUV roll slowly past the house.


Too slowly.


The windows were tinted.


It did not stop.


But it did not need to.


“They’re confirming occupancy,” Avery said quietly.


Elliot’s voice dropped.


“This is escalating faster than any trial in decades.”


Avery turned toward the dragon.


Good mysteries often began with something beautiful.


A stolen painting.


A jeweled heirloom.


A rare manuscript.


Now — a dragon kite.


She felt the familiar spark ignite inside her.


Focus sharpening.


Possibilities unfolding.


Someone believed this token was already theirs.


And Avery had never been particularly accommodating to thieves.


She looked toward Cess.


“Pack a small bag. Essentials only. We move before sunset.”


Cess nodded, adrenaline replacing hesitation.


Then Avery faced Elliot.


“From this point forward, you do exactly as I say.”


He met her gaze.


And for the first time since she’d met him, she saw something stronger than fear settle into his expression.


Trust.


“All right,” he said.


Outside, the wind rose again — long and low, like a warning traveling across the Pacific.


Avery listened to it.


Violence, she knew, rarely announced itself loudly.


More often, it rode in quietly…


…on the wind.


The house seemed to shrink as the afternoon light faded.


What had felt open and relaxing only hours earlier now carried the unmistakable pressure of containment — every window a possible point of observation, every passing shadow a question.


Avery preferred movement to waiting.


Waiting surrendered initiative.


She checked her watch.


“We leave in twenty minutes.”


Cess emerged from the bedroom carrying a canvas tote and wearing a light windbreaker.


“Essentials acquired,” she said. “Also grabbed protein bars because I have a strong feeling dinner is about to become inconvenient.”


Avery nodded approvingly.


“Practical as always.”


Cess gave her a look.


“You say that like you didn’t once forget to eat for twelve hours during a case.”


“That was different.”


“You were interviewing suspects in a bakery,” Cess replied.


Avery allowed the smallest hint of a smile.


Fair.


Across the room, Elliot knelt beside the dragon kite, his hands moving carefully along the spine as he secured protective straps around the frame.


Up close, Avery noticed faint scarring along his knuckles — not fresh, but not old either.


“You’ve done this before,” she said quietly.


He didn’t look up.


“Yes.”


“Attacked?”


“Aggressively persuaded,” he corrected.


“How many times?”


“Twice before today.”


Cess froze mid-step.


“You neglected to mention that!”


“I handled it,” Elliot said.


Avery’s voice sharpened slightly.


“You were lucky. Luck is not a strategy.”


He nodded once, accepting the reprimand.


Avery crouched near the kite, studying the seam that concealed the internal compartment.


“Show me the release.”


He hesitated.


Reasonable.


Trust had layers.


But after a moment, he reached beneath a reinforced fold and pressed a nearly invisible latch. A narrow section of the spine lifted just enough to reveal a cylindrical capsule nested inside.


Metal.


Matte black.


Unmarked.


Avery leaned closer but did not touch it.


“So small,” Cess murmured.


“High value rarely needs size,” Avery replied.


Elliot sealed the compartment again.


“If something happens to me,” he said carefully, “you need to know how to access it.”


Avery met his gaze.


“Nothing is happening to you.”


But she memorized the mechanism anyway.


Because preparedness saved lives.


A distant car door slammed.


All three looked toward the window.


Avery moved first, adjusting the blind.


The dark SUV had returned.


This time it idled across the
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