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PROLOGUE


The weather down in Miami had always been pretty consistent. Sure, the humidity would always ebb and flow depending on the season, and we'd get those sudden rainstorms sometimes that would hit out of nowhere and disappear just as fast, but for the most part, everyone in this town could expect heat and humidity, and that was pretty much it.

But for some reason, today, the temperature had taken a sharp turn for the worse, and even my thinnest, most breathable shirt was clinging to my chest and making me regret leaving the comfort of my pleasantly air-conditioned house.

I knew that the bar's interior would offer some relief, but that would be temporary. Usually, any weather fluctuation would draw in the crowds, especially on hotter days, when an ice-cold beer suddenly seemed much more appealing. On top of that, it was a weekend, so I was expecting a packed house, which generally did not bode well for our air-conditioning unit. It was hard for the system to keep up with so many warm bodies crammed into an unyielding space.

Which was why, despite the heat warnings chiming on my phone, I was standing outside the bar, staring at my parking lot and the adjacent lot beyond it.

I'd been putting off this decision for a while, and now there was a giant sign on the adjacent lot with large letters coercing me into making a business-altering phone call.

Before I could talk myself out of it, I pulled my phone out of my pocket, swiped away the newest heatwave notification, and typed in the phone number prominent on the sign before me. A woman's voice answered after two rings, smooth and professional.

"Seaside Destinations Real Estate, Bethany speaking, how may I help you?" the woman said.

"Hi, Bethany," I began. "My name is Ethan Marston, and I own the bar next to one of the lots for sale with your phone number on it." I rattled off the address, and she asked me to hold on a moment as she typed something in the background.

"Oh!" she said, sounding pleasantly surprised. "You own the Rolling Thunder!"

"Uh, yes," I replied. "That's me."

"I love that place!" she exclaimed before shifting back into a more professional tone. "Sorry. What can I do for you?"

"What can you tell me about the lot?" I asked. "I may be interested in it."

Bethany and I spoke for a few minutes on the phone while I tried to ignore the beads of sweat building at the nape of my neck. By the time I hung up the phone, I felt confident in my decision, and Bethany had agreed to stop by the bar tomorrow just before we opened with some paperwork.

I gave the lot one more once-over before heading inside for a reprieve from the heat, and Nadia looked up from behind the bar with raised eyebrows.

"You haven't melted out there?" she joked. "You were out there so long I was sure the heat had chased you off."

"It was a close call," I admitted, "but I made it back inside." I pulled the front of my shirt away from my skin and relished the feeling of the cool air beneath the fabric for a moment before I released it. "I made a decision."

"Uh oh," Nadia teased. "Should we be worried?"

"Hopefully not," I said with a laugh. "It's a good thing. Hey, Rhoda!"

Rhoda looked up from across the room. She was pulling the chairs down off the tables and setting them on the floor, but I waved her over, and she abandoned her task.

"What's going on?" she asked as she settled onto a nearby barstool.

"I think I'm buying that lot for sale," I informed the two women.

"Next to the parking lot?" Nadia asked.

"What for?" Rhoda added.

"Yes, and I have an idea," I replied as I mapped it out in my head. "This place has been getting more packed, which is great, but we are limited on space, both in here and out in the parking lot."

The two bar girls nodded in agreement.

"I hate coming in mid-shift," Nadia confirmed. "The lot is sometimes packed and a bit hard to navigate, so I have to plan ahead and look for street parking."

"Yeah, I've had that issue too," Rhoda agreed.

"Right." I nodded. "It's been bothering me. So I would like to turn that adjacent lot into our new parking lot."

"And expand the lot?" Rhoda asked. "That seems like overkill, but it would definitely solve the problem."

"No, not expand," I corrected. "I'm thinking of converting our current lot into an outdoor patio area. An overhang would be needed, and extra tables and chairs, outdoor speakers, and probably another employee or two…"

"Oh!" Nadia said in surprise. She exchanged an approving look with Rhoda, who then turned to me and grinned.

"That sounds like a great idea!" Rhoda confirmed. "We'd end up with a larger lot since that new space is so big, and we'd also open up the business to hold more guests."

"Exactly," I replied. "The realtor will be here tomorrow, just before we open, to discuss it further, but right now, that's the plan. All things considered, I think it'd be worth it."

"I agree," Nadia said enthusiastically.

"Do it," Rhoda chimed in. "This is great!"

"All right," I replied. "Good. I need your help, though."

We spent a few minutes discussing the finer points of having an outdoor patio space and what it would look like. Rhoda wanted a couple of outdoor games, while Nadia suggested a different music selection to create a separate atmosphere. I did like the idea of creating a more low-key space outside so that people could choose the environment that felt most comfortable. By the time we finished chatting, I had no doubt I was making the right decision for the business and for my employees. I hadn't told the women yet, but part of my plan included creating a couple of designated parking spots for employees only. This way, they wouldn't have to worry about mid-shift parking issues.

After we talked, I helped the two of them get the bar ready to open, and we got everything done just before the door opened to let in our first guests of the evening. I hadn't anticipated the Navy kids being the first ones through the door, but I was happy to see them regardless.

"Hey, Ethan!" Mac shouted as she entered the space first.

"Long time no see!" Ty called out from behind her.

"Two days in a row!" Charlie added, bringing up the rear.

"Yeah, I don't usually get this lucky," I replied with a grin as they settled into their usual spots.

"Don't worry, I'm not here to bug you for a story this time," Charlie reassured me unconvincingly. "It is brutally hot, and we figured some cold drinks would be nice."

"Don't let him fool you," Mac added with a laugh. "He'd take a story, too."

"Of that I have no doubt." I grinned. "Unfortunately, I'm expecting to be swamped tonight, so unless you plan to hang out after hours, tonight isn't a good night for a story."

"Ugh, don't say 'swamp,'" Ty grumbled, fanning his face with his hand.

"I'm down to stay late!" Charlie said excitedly. "What about you guys?"

Mac shrugged agreeably. "I have nowhere to be tomorrow. I'm in."

"Ty?" Charlie pressed.

"Yeah, I'm in!" Ty agreed. "What's the story? More drama and intrigue?"

I laughed. "I will admit, we'd all been through a lot lately." I thought back to everything that had happened around that time, but I smiled when I remembered what happened next. "I think you'll like this one. It's… more familiar."

"Ooh!" Rhoda said from behind me as she finished everyone's drinks. "That sounds perfect."

"Then it's settled," I replied as she showed up beside me and handed each of us our usual order. "After the crowd dissipates tonight, I'll tell a story."

The rest of the night went off without a hitch, and the bar really did get as crowded as I'd predicted it would. Hailey and Olivia arrived to lend a helping hand, and we were all busy for most of the night, including me. The a/c unit struggled to keep up with the body heat being generated, further solidifying the decision I'd made earlier. It wasn't until the last hour or so of the night that I was finally beginning to feel cool again. I peeled my shirt away from my skin once more, grateful for the thin fabric.

Mac, Ty, and Charlie wandered back over to the bar with their empty glasses, but this time their seats were vacant, and instead of heading back to the dartboards, they settled into their usual spots.

"You need better air conditioning," Ty muttered good-naturedly.

"Yeah, or a bigger space," Mac added.

"I'm actually working on something," I promised, then held my hand up to ward off questions. "But I'm not telling you yet. Not until it's finalized."

"Oh, okay, a mystery, I like it," Charlie said with a grin.

"Hey, Ethan, mind if I take off?" Hailey asked as she approached, wiping her hands on a bar rag.

I looked around the relatively quiet bar. It had cleared out fast, but it had been a very successful night.

"Yeah, you can head out," I assured her. "Thank you for still coming in, despite your plans in the morning. Good luck with all that."

"Thank you, Ethan," she said cheerfully.

"Oh, man, you're not staying for the story?" Ty asked.

Hailey paused mid-step. "I'm missing a story?"

"Stay!" Charlie insisted. "Ethan says it'll be a good one."

"It will?" Hailey asked, clearly torn.

"I think so, but I may be biased," I told her with a shrug.

Hailey paused, but Olivia jumped in.

"Don't stress," Olivia said. "Go home, take care of what you need to take care of, and I'll let you know what you missed!"

"Okay," Hailey conceded, visibly relaxing. "Promise?"

"Promise," Olivia replied.

"Okay." Hailey smiled and said her goodbyes, and once she left, I found myself the center of attention with all eyes on me.

"Is Hailey okay?" Mac asked as she took a sip of her drink.

"Yeah, she has to take a family member to an appointment tomorrow," I replied with a shrug. "She'll be fine."

"Oh, gotcha," Mac replied.

"See? You're a good boss," Ty chimed in. "Which doesn't surprise me after hearing your stories."

"Right!" Charlie interjected. "The stories! This one is supposed to be a good one!"

I looked over at Rhoda, Nadia, and Olivia, who all nodded their heads at me, a silent agreement that they had the bar handled if I wanted to stay behind the bar.

"Okay," I said, nodding back at the women before turning to the trio before me. "We'd been through a lot lately, that's for sure. So, we weren't sure we were ready for something like this. But crime doesn't wait, so neither could we…"
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LINDA REYES

The Caribbean sun was already brutal at oh-nine-hundred when Coast Guard Lieutenant Commander Linda Reyes stood on the bridge of USCGC Richard Etheridge, scanning the horizon through binoculars while the cutter maintained its patrol pattern forty miles south of Key West. She'd volunteered for this temporary duty assignment as acting commanding officer when Station Miami needed someone to fill in for a few months, partly because it was good for her career and partly because she'd hoped to spend more time with Jake Header while stationed in South Florida.

Of course, Jake was currently somewhere doing whatever Jake did when he disappeared on his less-than-legal missions, so Linda was spending her days doing actual Coast Guard work instead of whatever complicated relationship navigation she'd imagined. The change of scenery was good, though. It got her out of New Orleans and back into direct operational command after too many months riding a desk.

"Commander, we've got suspicious activity bearing two-seven-zero, range three miles," Petty Officer Marquez called from the radar station. "Fast-moving contact, erratic course, consistent with go-fast profile."

Linda lowered her binoculars and moved to the radar display. She studied the contact, which was definitely behaving like drug runners trying to make a high-speed run through Coast Guard patrol areas. "Sound general quarters," she ordered. "Launch the small boat; let's go see what they're carrying."

Linda made the necessary phone calls back to Station Miami, and the cutter came alive with organized chaos. The crew moved to intercept stations, and the rigid-hull inflatable boat deployed with a boarding team armed and ready. In no time, Linda watched from the bridge while the RHIB accelerated toward the target vessel, closing distance rapidly while the go-fast boat tried to outrun them.

"They're not stopping," the RHIB coxswain reported over the radio. "Attempting to evade, we're in pursuit."

The chase lasted twelve minutes, with the go-fast boat zigzagging across open water while the RHIB matched every maneuver and slowly closed the distance. Warning shots were fired, and the smugglers returned fire with small arms, the rounds splashing into the water around the RHIB before superior Coast Guard training and equipment ended the pursuit.

"Suspects in custody," the RHIB team reported. "Commander, you're going to want to see this cargo. We've got maybe three hundred kilos here, packed tight. This is more than we usually see on go-fasts. And it's not popping positive for any of our field tests."

"Bring it in," she replied.

The team sped back to the cutter, and Linda stepped outside the bridge to oversee their return in the small boat.

Linda frowned while the boarding team transferred suspects and contraband back to the cutter. Three hundred kilos was unusual for a go-fast boat operation. The typical loads ran smaller and faster rather than risking this much product on a single vessel. But maybe the smugglers were getting bolder, or the demand was high enough to justify the risk.

The suspects were processed, and the drugs, whatever they were, were documented and secured. The crew settled back into routine patrol patterns while Linda filed reports and tried not to think too hard about the larger-than-expected seizure. Drug interdiction was unpredictable, and sometimes you got lucky with a big catch.

The next morning at oh-seven-thirty, Marquez called out another suspicious contact, and Linda ordered another intercept without hesitation. The second go-fast boat led them on a fifteen-minute chase that ended with more shots fired and another seizure, this one carrying two hundred fifty kilos and three suspects who looked genuinely shocked to have been caught.

"Two major busts in two days," Marquez said while they secured the second haul. "That's got to be some kind of record for this patrol area."

"Good work," Linda replied, but something was nagging at her that she couldn't quite identify. It might have been the fact that the drug testing kits weren't identifying what it was they'd intercepted, but more so, it was the timing and similarities between the busts.

That evening at eighteen-hundred hours, they spotted a third go-fast boat and launched another pursuit that resulted in another major unidentified seizure. That made three boats in less than thirty-six hours, each carrying unusually large loads, and each attempting the same basic evasion tactics that suggested either desperation or stupidity.

"This doesn't make sense," Linda said to her executive officer later that evening while they reviewed the day's reports. "Go-fast operations are usually more spread out, more careful. Three boats in a day and a half with these cargo sizes? Either they're incredibly disorganized, or something else is happening."

Her secured email pinged, and when Linda looked over at her computer screen, she saw a message from Lieutenant Commander Sarah Chen. She commanded the USCGC Vigilant, operating fifty miles to their east. Something urged her to open the email, so she did, despite the XO sitting in front of her.

"Linda, are you seeing unusual activity in your area? We've intercepted five go-fast boats in the past three days, all carrying major loads. The pattern doesn't match normal trafficking ops, and the drugs can't be identified until we return to port. Wondering if you're seeing similar."

Linda's heart sank as she typed her response. If Chen's cutter was seeing the same pattern, that meant the activity wasn't localized. It was systematic across the entire southern patrol area.

Before she could think through the implications, the cutter phone rang, and when she answered it, the bridge connected her with Station Miami. "Commander Reyes, we have intel on another suspicious vessel in your patrol area," the operations coordinator said. "Bearing zero-nine-five, approximately twenty miles from your current position. Recommend immediate intercept."

"We've had three interdictions in the past day and a half," Linda said. "I'm concerned we're seeing coordinated activity that exceeds our capacity to respond effectively. Request additional assets in our patrol area."

"You're not the only one reporting increased activity," the coordinator replied. "All available cutters are deployed, and we're coordinating with other agencies. Continue interdictions as opportunities present, and document everything. Station Miami is working on the bigger picture."

The call ended, and Linda hung up and requested the XO join her on the bridge. Before long, she stood on the bridge watching the sun set over water that suddenly felt a lot more dangerous than it had that morning. Three boats had been intercepted, with Chen reporting five more, and Station Miami was confirming increased activity across the entire operational area. This wasn't normal for trafficking operations. This was something organized and large-scale enough that even successful interdictions felt like catching drops from a flood.

She'd never been good at sitting back and accepting situations she couldn't control. It was a personality trait that had gotten her both commended and reprimanded over her career, depending on who was evaluating. But standing on this bridge, watching the dark Caribbean sky while drug runners apparently flooded the waters with product, her decision came easily.

Whatever was happening, she was going to figure it out and stop it, regardless of what Station Miami said about working the bigger picture. Because the bigger picture was being drawn in her patrol area, and she'd be damned if she was going to just watch it happen.

"XO, I want an analysis on all three interdictions," Linda ordered. "Cargo sizes, vessel types, suspect nationalities, coordination patterns, anything that might tell us what we're actually dealing with. And reach out to all Coast Guard assets in the region. Find out if anyone else is seeing what we're seeing. And try to identify the drug."

"Yes, ma'am," the XO replied, already moving to coordinate.

Linda stared out at the dark water, thinking about patterns and flooding and the uncomfortable feeling that they were being deliberately overwhelmed by something much bigger than routine drug interdictions.

Somewhere out there, someone was moving a lot of product very quickly using tactics designed to saturate Coast Guard response capabilities. And Linda Reyes was going to find out who and why, and she'd make them regret choosing her patrol area to do it.

The cutter's phone rang again with another suspicious vessel report, and Linda ordered the intercept, already calculating how many more boats they could chase before exhaustion and fuel limitations forced them back to port.

It was going to be a long deployment.


2




MUÑOZ

The jury looked confused, which wasn't a good sign when the defendant had literally been running a cannibalism cult.

Sylvia Muñoz sat in the gallery three rows back from the prosecution table, watching Chef Valerius lean over to whisper something to his lawyer. Whatever he said made the attorney smile, and that made Muñoz's stomach turn in a way that had nothing to do with the fact that she'd eaten human flesh in that man's underground supper club three months ago.

Judge Mitchell was reading through a motion, his reading glasses perched on the end of his nose, and the courtroom had that particular kind of quiet that came right before everything went to hell. The prosecution had spent all morning trying to admit the evidence from the raid, the documentation of the harvest ceremonies, and the testimony from the surviving victims, but Valerius's defense team had torn through every single piece like it was tissue paper.

"The court finds that the warrantless entry into the defendant's property invalidates the physical evidence obtained during the raid." Judge Mitchell didn't even look up from his notes. "The testimony from Agents Muñoz and Baker regarding their undercover work is inadmissible due to the lack of proper authorization for the operation, and the consent forms signed by the alleged victims, while morally reprehensible, are legally binding documents that create significant complications for the prosecution's case."

The lead prosecutor, a woman named Victoria Brennan who'd been working this case since the arrest, looked like she'd just been punched. "Your Honor, the defendants were grooming vulnerable people and convincing them to consent to their own murders. The psychological manipulation alone should invalidate those consent forms."

"Ms. Brennan, I'm sympathetic to your argument, but the law is clear on this matter. The defense has successfully demonstrated that the consent was obtained without coercion as defined by statute, and without the physical evidence to prove otherwise, you don't have a case." Mitchell removed his glasses and looked at the jury. "Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for your service. All charges are dismissed." Mitchell banged his gavel, and Valerius stood up with his legal team as if he'd just won a cooking competition instead of narrowly avoiding a life sentence for organizing a network that groomed vulnerable people into believing their lives would gain meaning by being consumed.

The jury filed out looking relieved, probably grateful they didn't have to deliberate on whether eating people counted as murder if the people had signed forms saying it was okay, and Muñoz felt Baker tense beside her. His hands were gripping the armrests hard enough that she could hear the wood creak, and she didn't need to look at him to know his jaw was doing that thing where the muscle jumped under the skin.

As Valerius walked past them, Baker pushed off the armrests to march toward the aisle, but Muñoz grabbed his arm. "Don't."

"He's walking," Baker growled with the kind of controlled anger that meant he was about two seconds from doing something that would get them both fired. "We sat in that room for days and watched them convince Maya that being eaten was going to give her purpose, and he's walking."

"I know." Muñoz did know because she'd been there too. She'd consumed human flesh to maintain their cover while Baker managed to palm his portion, and the taste still hit her sometimes when she wasn't expecting it. "But making a scene in court isn't going to change anything."

The bailiffs were already clearing the courtroom, and Valerius was in the back of the room shaking hands with his lawyers, all three of them smiling like they'd just pulled off the con of the century. Brennan was packing up her files with a look on her face that said she was trying very hard not to throw something, and the gallery was emptying out except for the reporters, who were already on their phones calling in the story about how the cannibalism cult leader walked free because the feds couldn't follow proper procedure.

Muñoz stood and headed for the exit, Baker right behind her, and after purposely avoiding Valerius, they made it to the courthouse steps before either of them said anything else. The late morning sun was bright enough to make her squint after hours under fluorescent lights, and the heat came up off the concrete in waves that turned the air thick and heavy. Downtown Miami traffic was doing its usual lunch rush chaos, complete with horns and engines and the distant sound of someone's car alarm going off, and Muñoz positioned herself near the top of the steps where she could see the parking lot and the street beyond.

Baker pulled out his phone and stared at it as if he were reading something important, but Muñoz could tell he was just giving his hands something to do that wasn't punching a wall. They'd known this might happen, that the case was complicated and the consent forms created legal gray areas that judges didn't want to touch, but knowing something intellectually and watching it actually happen were two very different things.

"We should've just shot him during the raid," Baker said, not looking up from his phone. "Claimed he went for a weapon."

"Yeah, and then we'd both be in jail for murder." Muñoz leaned against the stone railing and watched people coming and going from the courthouse. "Besides, you know Diane would've killed us first."

"Yeah, well…" He trailed off. "That almost feels worth it."

The courthouse doors opened behind them, and Muñoz turned to see Valerius emerge with his legal team flanking him like bodyguards. He'd ditched the ridiculous shirtless look from the supper club and was wearing an expensive suit, with his hair slicked back and his expression somewhere between smug and vindicated. The lead attorney, a sharp-faced man in his fifties who'd spent the entire trial making the prosecution look incompetent, was saying something that made Valerius laugh.

Muñoz's hand went to her sidearm out of habit, not because she thought she was going to shoot him, but because watching him laugh after everything he'd done made her want to do something, anything, to wipe that expression off his face. Baker had gone rigid beside her, his phone forgotten, and she could feel the tension bleeding out of his pores.

Valerius paused at the top of the stairs and turned to say something to his lawyer. The sun caught his face at an angle that made his smile look even more insufferable. The lawyer nodded and gestured toward the parking lot, probably indicating where their car was waiting, and Valerius took the first step down.

That was when Valerius saw Muñoz.

"Agent Muñoz," he called, his voice light and amused. "You look disappointed."

His gaze flicked to Baker, then back to her. "Tell you what. Now that I'm free, maybe you and your partner want to try dinner again. No handcuffs this time?"

Baker took a half-step forward. Muñoz didn't even realize she'd tightened her grip until her knuckles burned.

The shot cracked through the air like a whip, sharp and clean and unmistakable, and Valerius's head snapped back so fast it looked wrong, like someone had jerked a puppet string. A small dark hole appeared just above his left eyebrow, perfectly centered. For half a second, he just stood there swaying before his legs gave out, and then he collapsed forward onto the steps.

The lawyers started screaming, high-pitched and panicked, and people on the steps scattered in every direction, some running back into the courthouse and some diving for cover behind the stone railings. Muñoz's weapon was in her hand before she'd consciously decided to draw it, her eyes already tracking up and across to the buildings on the northeast side of the street, scanning windows and rooftops and the parking garage three blocks over that had a clear line of sight to the courthouse steps.

"Shooter, elevated position, northeast sector," she barked, already moving down the steps toward Valerius's body because that was what she did; she secured the victim even when she knew they were dead. Baker was right beside her, his weapon drawn, and she could see him scanning the same buildings she was, looking for movement or muzzle flash or anything that would tell them where the shot had come from.

There was nothing. The shooter was already gone. He had probably been gone before Valerius hit the ground. Muñoz knew it the same way she knew the man was dead before she reached him. This was professional work, the kind of shot that spoke to serious training and serious equipment and someone who knew exactly how to disappear after pulling the trigger.

She dropped to one knee beside Valerius's body, her weapon still up and ready, and forced herself to look at what was left of his face. The entry wound was small and precise, the kind of hole a high-caliber rifle made when fired by someone who knew what they were doing, and she didn't need to check for a pulse to know he was gone. The back of his skull was missing, blown out by the exit wound, and there was blood and brain matter splattered across the courthouse steps in a pattern that made Muñoz's stomach turn.

The lawyers were still screaming, trying to back away from the body while also trying to shield themselves in case there were more shots coming, and Muñoz waved them off without taking her eyes off the surrounding buildings. "Get inside now. Move."

They didn't need to be told twice. The courthouse steps cleared in seconds, everyone running for cover except Muñoz and Baker, who were the only federal agents present and therefore the only ones stupid enough to stay in the open when there might be a sniper with a line of sight. Baker took up a defensive stance beside her, his weapon trained on the buildings across the street, and Muñoz could see the tension in his shoulders that said he was thinking the same thing she was.

"Markus." She waited until he glanced down at her, though his eyes returned almost immediately to tracking the windows and rooftops. "This is how they killed Webb."

Three months ago, Detective Daniel Webb had been shot on these same courthouse steps after a preliminary hearing. It had been a single gunshot wound to the head from a high-caliber rifle, executed with professional precision, with no forensic evidence and no witnesses who saw the actual shooter. The investigation had stalled almost immediately because whoever did it knew exactly how to cover their tracks, and the working theory was that someone connected to the corruption network Webb had exposed had decided to silence him before he could testify.

Except now Valerius was dead using the exact same method, and Valerius had nothing to do with Webb's case or the corruption network or anything else except running a cannibalism cult that Baker and Muñoz had infiltrated and destroyed. Now, there were two suspects from their cases who'd both been assassinated in identical fashion, and both killed after emerging from the courthouse.

Baker's expression went cold, that particular kind of cold that meant he was connecting dots and really not liking the picture they made.

"Someone's cleaning up," Baker said, and it wasn't a question.

Muñoz stood, holstering her weapon now that it was clear there weren't going to be any more shots. The shooter was long gone, and standing here scanning buildings wasn't going to change that. Sirens were already getting closer as local PD responded to the shots fired call, and in about thirty seconds, this scene was going to be chaos.

Baker was on his phone, calling it in, and Muñoz pulled out her own to text Diane. Before she could finish typing, her phone rang with Diane's number, which meant someone had already reported the shooting, and their boss was about three steps ahead of them.

"Valerius is dead," Muñoz said instead of hello. "Professional hit, single shot, identical methodology to Webb."

There was a pause on the other end, and she knew that meant Diane was processing information and making decisions faster than most people could think. "Secure the scene and get back to headquarters immediately. Don't talk to local PD beyond the bare minimum; don't give statements, and don't speculate to anyone about what just happened."

"There's a bigger situation developing," Muñoz said, because that pause had told her everything she needed to know.

"Yes," Diane said. "There is. I'll brief you when you get here."

The line went dead, and Muñoz looked at Baker, who'd been listening in and was staring at Valerius's body with an expression she couldn't quite read. The first patrol car pulled up to the curb, lights flashing, and two officers got out with their weapons drawn, looking around wildly for a threat that was already long gone.

"We need to go," Muñoz said, moving toward the parking lot where they'd left the SUV. Baker followed, both of them holstering their weapons and pulling out their credentials as they passed the responding officers.

"Federal agents, we're witnesses," Muñoz told the first cop who tried to stop them. "We've got to report to our office, but we'll be available for statements within the hour."

The cop looked like he wanted to argue, but Muñoz was already past him, and Baker was right behind her, and by the time the officer decided whether to make an issue of it, they were at the SUV. Baker climbed into the driver's seat and pulled out of the lot while more emergency vehicles were still arriving, and Muñoz used the drive time to pull up the Webb case file on her phone.

"You think there'll be more?" Baker asked, his eyes on the road but his knuckles white on the steering wheel.

Muñoz thought about all the cases they'd closed in the past year, all the serial killers and cult leaders and monsters they'd put away, and wondered how many of them were still alive in jail cells waiting for trials that might never come. She thought about some of their recent cases: the Lifestyle Killers on the cruise ship, the Ascension Artist who'd murdered people and displayed their bodies as installations, the Professional who'd tried to kill their entire team before Bishop put two bullets in his head.

Except the Professional was already dead, killed in that warehouse by Bishop's sniper rifle, so he couldn't be assassinated. But George and Carmella Rodriguez were still alive, still awaiting trial for the cruise ship murders and the bombs they'd planted. Rafael Cortez was still alive, still facing charges for the Ascension murders and money laundering. And there were probably a dozen other cases from the past two years where the primary suspect was sitting in a cell somewhere, waiting for their day in court.

"Yeah," Muñoz said, watching Miami traffic blur past the window. "I think there'll be more."
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DIANE

Diane Ramsay stood at her office window that overlooked downtown Miami, her phone pressed to her ear while Muñoz gave her the concise report. Muñoz's voice was steady and controlled, which meant she was probably furious and doing a very good job of not showing it. Diane could hear Baker in the background talking to someone, probably coordinating with the responding officers.

"Secure the scene and get back to headquarters immediately," Diane said. "Don't talk to local PD beyond the bare minimum; don't give statements, and don't speculate to anyone about what just happened."

"There's a bigger situation developing," Muñoz said, reading between the lines.

"Yes," Diane said. "There is. I'll brief you when you get here."

She ended the call and set the phone down on her desk, then turned back to the window and the city beyond it. This made two assassinations in three months, both high-profile suspects from MBLIS cases, and both killed using identical methods. The pattern was obvious enough that even the media would start connecting the dots within the next few hours, and once they did, the pressure on her office to investigate would be immediate and intense.

Except it wasn't her office's problem, not officially.

Diane walked back to her desk and pulled up the Webb file on her computer, scanning through the details she'd already memorized weeks ago. Detective Daniel Webb had been shot outside the federal courthouse after a preliminary hearing, a single gunshot wound to the head from a high-caliber rifle fired from an elevated position. The FBI had taken the lead on that investigation because Webb had been a federal prisoner at a federal facility, which made the murder a federal crime that fell squarely under the Bureau's jurisdiction. MBLIS's role had been limited to providing case files and cooperating with the investigation, which had gone exactly nowhere because professional assassins who knew how to disappear didn't leave convenient evidence behind.

Now Valerius was dead, using the same methodology, and the FBI was going to take the lead on this one, too, because Valerius had also been a federal prisoner, albeit one who had just gotten off for murder. The fact that both suspects had been arrested by MBLIS agents was relevant and would definitely factor into the Bureau's investigation, but it didn't change the jurisdictional reality that this wasn't MBLIS's case to solve.

Diane sat down at her desk and opened a new file on her computer, typing "Webb-Valerius Connection" into the title field. She'd keep records, track developments, and maintain awareness of the situation, but she wasn't going to waste resources investigating something that wasn't her responsibility when there were actual cases that needed her team's attention. The FBI was perfectly capable of handling an assassination investigation, and if they needed MBLIS's cooperation or insights, they knew how to ask.

Her phone rang again, and this time, it was Nina Gosse's number on the display, which meant the FBI had already heard about Valerius and was getting ahead of the coordination curve. Diane took a steadying breath and answered on the second ring.

"Director Ramsay," she said, keeping her tone neutral and professional.

"Diane, it's Nina. I'm hearing reports about a shooting at the federal courthouse, and the victim is a suspect from one of your recent cases." Nina's voice had that particular quality that came from someone who was already working the problem while making the courtesy call. "Want to tell me what you know before this turns into a jurisdictional nightmare?"

"Chef Valerius, cannibalism cult leader, was shot once in the head on the courthouse steps approximately forty minutes ago. Professional execution, identical to the Webb assassination. Muñoz and Baker were on the scene as witnesses, currently en route back to headquarters. According to them, it was a single shooter, elevated position, no forensic evidence recovered yet, suspect already gone before first responders arrived."

There was a pause on Nina's end, then the sound of typing in the background. Eventually, she said what Diane had already known she was going to say. "We'll take the lead. This is federal prisoner security, which makes it ours, but I'm going to need full cooperation from your office on case files and any intelligence you've got on potential threats."

"You'll have it," Diane said, because that was the correct answer and also the practical one. "I'm opening a tracking file on our end to maintain situational awareness, but we're not stepping on your investigation. If you need interviews with Muñoz and Baker or access to any of our case materials, just say the word."

"Appreciated." Nina's tone shifted slightly, becoming less formal. "Off the record, are you thinking what I'm thinking?"

Diane glanced at her computer screen, where the Webb-Valerius file was still open, both names sitting next to each other in a way that made the pattern impossible to ignore. "That someone's targeting suspects from MBLIS cases and executing them? Yeah, I'm thinking it."

"Which creates an interesting problem," Nina said, and Diane could hear the frustration in her voice. "Because if the pattern holds, we've got a vigilante with professional training and resources systematically eliminating people your team arrested, and we have no idea who's next or how many more targets there might be."

Diane pulled up her case files and started scrolling through the list of recent arrests awaiting trial. There were at least a dozen other suspects from the past two years sitting in various facilities, all of them facing serious charges, all of them potentially on someone's list.

"I'll send you the full roster of current suspects in custody from our cases," Diane said. "You can coordinate with the Bureau of Prisons to increase security protocols, maybe move some of them to different facilities if you think it'll help."

"That won't stop a professional if they're determined," Nina said, which was true but unhelpful. "But yeah, send me the list. I'll get our people on it and coordinate with the Marshals Service for courthouse security. In the meantime, keep your team alert. If someone's targeting your cases, there's a non-zero chance they might decide to go after the agents instead of the suspects."

That thought had already occurred to Diane, which was why she'd already planned to draft a memo to her security team about increasing monitoring protocols and reviewing access logs. She didn't think her agents were in immediate danger, mostly because killing federal agents brought down a level of heat that even professional assassins usually avoided, but she also didn't get to be director by assuming threats would play by convenient rules. And during her tenure, she'd come across enough already to prove that her pre-emptive mindset was the correct approach.

"I'll handle my people," Diane said. "You handle the investigation. Let me know if you need anything else."

She ended the call and sat back in her chair, staring at her screen and thinking about jurisdictional boundaries and institutional responsibilities. Someone was killing suspects from MBLIS cases, which was definitely concerning and definitely something she needed to monitor, but it was also definitely the FBI's problem to solve. Her job was to run MBLIS, protect her team, and focus on cases that actually fell under their mandate, not to chase assassins through jurisdictional gray areas because she was personally invested in the outcome.

Two monsters were dead, both of them people who'd done genuinely horrific things to vulnerable victims, and Diane couldn't quite bring herself to feel bad about that, even though she knew she was supposed to. Webb had kidnapped Robbie and Tessa and buried them alive as part of some twisted plan to expose corruption. Valerius had groomed vulnerable people into believing their lives would gain meaning by being consumed and built an entire network around convincing victims to consent to their own murders. The world was arguably better without both of them in it, and whoever was pulling the trigger clearly agreed.

But the rule of law mattered, and the system had to work properly even when it produced outcomes that felt wrong. Suspects deserved trials, juries deserved the chance to render verdicts, and justice was supposed to happen in courtrooms instead of through rifle scopes. Diane believed that intellectually and professionally, even if some part of her understood exactly why someone might decide the system wasn't working fast enough or well enough and take matters into their own hands.

Her desk phone rang, and Diane glanced at the caller ID before answering. "Agent Price, what've you got?"

"Director, I'm flagging an intelligence brief that just came through from Coast Guard District Seven." Bailey Price's voice had that particular tone that meant she'd found something interesting and potentially problematic. "Drug interdiction numbers from the past six weeks, specifically showing a significant spike in seizures of a new synthetic compound. The chemistry is unusual, the distribution pattern is concerning, and when I dug further into it, the hospitalizations are increasing."

Diane pulled up her email and found the brief Price was referencing, scanning through the summary data while Price continued talking. The numbers were definitely alarming, showing a sharp increase in both seizure quantities and emergency room visits related to overdoses. The compound itself was some kind of synthetic opioid variant, significantly more potent than fentanyl and apparently more lethal based on the mortality rates.

"This is the Coast Guard's intelligence?" Diane asked, reading through the chemical analysis section.

"Yes, ma'am," she replied. "They're requesting MBLIS coordination because the distribution pattern suggests maritime smuggling routes through the Keys and up into Miami. They've already intercepted three shipments in the past month, but based on street availability, they're estimating they're catching maybe ten percent of what's actually coming through."

Diane frowned at her screen, mentally shifting gears from assassination investigation to drug interdiction operation. This was actually MBLIS's jurisdiction. It fell squarely within their mandate for maritime criminal activity and had the kind of public safety implications that made it a priority case regardless of whatever else was happening. The Coast Guard had the enforcement capability on the water, but they needed federal investigative resources to track the distribution network on land and identify the organization behind it.

"Set up a briefing for this afternoon," Diane said, already pulling up her team assignments and thinking about who she wanted on this. "Get Rivers to compile everything we've got on recent maritime drug activity in the region, cross-reference with DEA and Coast Guard databases, and see if there's any pattern to the landing sites or distribution methods. I want a full picture before I assign this to anyone."

"Already started on that," Price said, which didn't surprise Diane at all. "Rivers is pulling the data now. We should have the preliminary analysis ready within the hour."

"Good. Send it to my office as soon as it's compiled." Diane glanced at the clock and calculated how long it would take Muñoz and Baker to get back from the courthouse. "And if you see Muñoz and Baker, tell them to come straight to my office when they arrive. I need their witness statements on the Valerius shooting before the FBI shows up asking for interviews."

She ended the call and turned back to her computer. The Webb-Valerius assassination investigation belonged to the FBI, and Diane was going to let them handle it while she focused on cases that were actually her responsibility. Two dead suspects might make for dramatic headlines and uncomfortable questions about vigilante justice, but a new deadly drug flooding Miami's streets was a clear and present threat that required immediate attention and fell squarely within her agency's mission.

She knew she'd promised Nina Gosse the suspect roster, so Diane pulled up the file and sent it, along with a brief note about coordination protocols. Then she closed out everything related to the assassinations, filed the Webb-Valerius tracking document in her case management system with a note to monitor for updates, and turned her full attention to the drug intelligence brief that Price had flagged.

The chemistry analysis was genuinely concerning. It showed a synthetic compound that was significantly more sophisticated than the usual street variants. The distribution pattern suggested an organized operation with access to maritime resources and established landing sites, which meant this wasn't some small-time dealer experimenting with new formulas. This was a professional smuggling network bringing in a product that was already killing people and would likely kill more unless MBLIS could identify and dismantle the organization behind it.

Diane pulled up the hospitalization data and frowned at the numbers: hundreds of emergency room visits in the past six weeks, and forty fatalities, all of them clustered in Miami-Dade and Broward counties. The victims ranged from established addicts to first-time users, which suggested the potency was high enough that even people with tolerance were caught off guard. The street name was apparently "Blue Heaven," which would've been almost funny if it wasn't killing people.

Her office door opened without a knock, and Diane looked up to see Muñoz and Baker entering, both of them looking exactly like agents who'd just watched someone get assassinated in front of them. Muñoz's expression was controlled and professional, but Diane could see the tension in her shoulders, and Baker had that particular set to his jaw that told her he was working very hard to stay calm.

"Close the door," Diane said, gesturing to the chairs in front of her desk. "Tell me what happened, everything from the moment you arrived at the courthouse this morning."

Muñoz sat down and launched into a detailed account of the trial dismissal, Valerius walking free, the single shot that killed him on the steps, and the immediate response. Baker added details about the shooter's probable position and the lack of any witnesses or forensic evidence, and Diane took notes while mentally composing the report she'd be sending to Nina Gosse within the hour.

"Identical to Webb," Diane said when they'd finished. "Same method, same level of professionalism, same result."

"Someone's cleaning up," Baker said, and there was an edge to his voice that suggested he had opinions about whether that was necessarily a bad thing. "Two suspects from our cases, both dead. One before trial, and the other after being let off."

"Yes, and the FBI is investigating," Diane said, keeping her tone level and professional. "This is their jurisdiction, federal prisoner security, and they've already requested our cooperation. You'll both need to give formal statements to their investigators, probably sometime in the next twenty-four hours. Until then, this isn't our case."

Muñoz's expression didn't change, but Diane could see the question in her eyes. "We're not investigating?"

"We're monitoring," Diane corrected. "I've opened a tracking file, and we'll maintain awareness of any developments, but the FBI is taking the lead, and we're going to respect that boundary. Our job is to provide cooperation and intelligence when requested, not to conduct a parallel investigation into something that isn't our responsibility."

She could see both of them processing that, understanding the jurisdictional reality while probably not entirely liking it. Diane didn't particularly like it either, but she'd learned a long time ago that respecting institutional boundaries was part of running a functional agency, and chasing cases that belonged to other people was a good way to create turf wars that helped no one.

"In the meantime," Diane continued, pulling up the drug intelligence brief on her screen and turning her monitor so they could see it, "we've got an actual case that needs attention. The Coast Guard is reporting a significant spike in a new synthetic opioid coming through maritime routes, and the hospitalization numbers suggest this is going to get worse before it gets better. I'm briefing the team this afternoon, and I want preliminary assignments ready by the end of the day."

Baker leaned forward to read the summary, and Diane watched his expression shift from frustrated anger about Valerius to focused attention on the new problem. That was one of the things she valued about her agents, their ability to compartmentalize and pivot when necessary, even when they were clearly processing their own feelings about a situation.

"Blue Heaven," Muñoz said, reading the street name from the report. "Creative."

"Deadly," Diane corrected. "Forty fatalities in six weeks, and those are just the ones we know about. Coast Guard estimates they're intercepting maybe ten percent of what's actually coming through, which means there's a significant distribution network operating that we haven't identified yet."

She closed the monitor and looked at both agents, waiting until she had their full attention. "The assassination investigation belongs to the FBI. The drug network investigation belongs to us. I need you both focused on our actual jurisdiction, not on vigilante justice that other people are handling. Understood?"

"Understood," Muñoz said, and Baker nodded agreement even though Diane could tell part of him was still back at the courthouse watching Valerius die.

"Good. Get your statements written up for the FBI, then meet me in the conference room at fourteen hundred for the full briefing. I'll have assignments ready by then." Diane glanced at her computer screen, where the drug intelligence brief was still open. "And someone get me everything we have on maritime smuggling routes through the Keys. If this is coming in by boat, I want to know every possible landing site and distribution method they might be using."

Muñoz and Baker stood to leave, and Diane turned back to her computer, already mentally composing the briefing materials she'd need for the team meeting. Two dead suspects might be interesting and potentially concerning, but a new deadly drug flooding the streets was an actual crisis that required immediate action. The FBI could handle the assassinations, and MBLIS would handle the cases that actually fell under their mandate.

Not her circus, not her monkeys, and she had actual work to do.
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The new MBLIS headquarters still felt like a luxury I hadn't quite gotten used to, even after a few weeks of working here.

I walked through the main bullpen toward my desk, appreciating the floor-to-ceiling windows that faced east toward the water and the way the natural light flooded the entire space instead of the fluorescent prison lighting we'd dealt with in the old building. Diane had authorized upgrades across the board when she'd overseen the rebuild, everything from the ergonomic chairs at everyone's desks to the new conference room projector screen, and Muñoz had even chipped in with the expensive coffee maker in the break room that actually made decent espresso. I had to admit it all made coming to work feel less like punishment and more like walking into a space that respected the fact that we were professionals who occasionally got kidnapped by cannibals.

The first thing I noticed was that half the office seemed to be congregated around the conference table instead of working, which usually meant either someone had brought food or something had gone very wrong. Given that I could see Bonnie and Clyde from forensics examining what looked like elaborate cakes, I was betting on the food option.

Birn and Muñoz were at their desks nearby, both of them watching the cake situation with amused expressions, and I could tell from their body language that their partnership had fully restored itself to the kind of easy dynamic they'd had before everything had fractured during the Lifestyle Killer case. They were different now than they'd been before. Birn had Marny, and Muñoz had Baker, but the professional chemistry was still there, and maybe it was even better now because they'd both figured out how to have lives outside the job.

"What's happening over there?" I asked, dropping my jacket on my chair and nodding toward the growing crowd around the conference table.

"Marny brought cakes," Birn said, and there was something in his voice that suggested he was equal parts pleased and slightly embarrassed by the attention. "Multiple cakes."

"Oh, she's here?" I asked. I knew she'd been in town with Birn, but I hadn't expected to find her in the office this morning. It was a welcome surprise.

"She's been here for, like, twenty minutes and already has forensics eating out of her hand," Muñoz added. "Almost literally, in Clyde's case. He's on his second piece."

I walked over to see what the fuss was about and found a woman with blue hair and a bright pink shirt that said "CAKE BOSS'S BOSS" in glittery letters holding court while Bonnie asked her detailed questions about piping techniques. There were at least five or six different cakes spread across the table, each one more elaborate than the last, ranging from a three-layer creation covered in hand-piped flowers to something with geometric patterns in multiple colors that looked like it belonged in an art gallery.

"You're dating a woman who can do that?" I asked Birn, gesturing at the cakes. "And you didn't lead with that when you got back from New Orleans?"

"I mentioned she owned a bakery," Birn said defensively.

"You didn't mention she was a cake wizard," Muñoz said. "That's need-to-know information."

Marny turned away from her conversation with Bonnie and caught sight of Birn. Her face lit up with a smile that made it immediately obvious why he'd fallen for her. She had this energy that made everyone around her relax and smile, warm and genuine in a way that felt rare, and I could see the team gravitating toward her without even realizing they were doing it.

"You must be Ethan," Marny said, walking over and extending her hand. "Lamarr talks about you constantly. I feel like I already know you."

"All good things, I hope," I said, shaking her hand.

"Mostly complaints about how you make terrible decisions and then somehow survive them through sheer stubbornness," she said, grinning. "But he says it with affection."

"That's accurate," I admitted, and Birn didn't even bother denying it.

Marny tilted her head slightly, looking at me with the kind of assessing expression that suggested she was trying to match the person in front of her to whatever stories Birn had told her. "Is that your Corvette in the parking garage? The '67?"

"Yeah, that's mine," I said, surprised she'd noticed. "You saw it on the way in?"

"Kind of hard to miss," Marny said. "It's gorgeous. I had to stop and look at it for like five minutes before I came inside."

"I acquired it after a case," I told her. "I had it locked up for a while, but then I decided it was too great to hide in a garage."

"Well, I agree," Marny said. "That thing is a work of art."

"Thank you," I said, appreciating the compliment more than I probably should. "Not everyone understands the appeal of vintage vehicles."

"Well, certain people prefer modern muscle with computers and Bluetooth," Robbie interjected from his desk, not looking up from whatever he was reading but clearly listening to the conversation.

"The Mustang Aurora bought you is very nice," I said, because I knew exactly where this was going and also because I enjoyed the banter. "It's very shiny and very modern. It probably has heated seats and everything."

"It does have heated seats," Robbie said, finally looking up with a grin. "And a working air conditioning system."

"The Corvette's AC works fine," I said.

"You have to hit it with your hand to make it start," Robbie pointed out.

"That's just turning it on with authority," I replied, and Marny laughed.

"Your car predates the moon landing," Robbie continued. "And gets about eight miles to the gallon."

"My car has character and doesn't need a computer to tell it how to shift gears," I said. "Your car probably drives itself if you ask it nicely enough."

Muñoz groaned from her desk. "I've heard this argument approximately fifteen times since Aurora bought Robbie that car. I don't need to hear it again."

"She's just jealous because her car is boring," I told Robbie, and Muñoz threw a balled-up piece of paper at me.

"My car is reliable and doesn't require a team of mechanics to keep it running," Muñoz said. "Unlike certain vintage vehicles that spend more time in the shop than on the road."

"The Corvette runs perfectly," I said, which was mostly true except for the AC issue and the occasional problem with the starter that I hadn't quite fixed yet.

"Whatever happened to that Challenger you bought?" Robbie asked, and I could hear the setup in his voice because we'd had this conversation approximately a hundred times.

I sighed heavily. "Still impounded in Santo Domingo."

"That was, like, forever ago, man," Robbie said.

"I'm very aware," I replied.

"Alejandra still has it?" he asked, grinning now.

"She keeps saying she'll handle it," I said.

"That's exactly the problem," Robbie pointed out.

"I know," I agreed, because it was true and also because Alejandra Garcia had a talent for making promises she fully intended to keep but somehow never quite got around to following through on. "She's a busy woman, what can I tell you?"

"Okay, we're done," Muñoz said loudly. "No more car talk. I will confiscate both vehicles if you don't stop."

"You don't have the authority to confiscate our personal vehicles," I said, and Muñoz gave me a look that suggested she would find a way if I pushed her.

Marny was watching this exchange with obvious amusement, and I got the sense that she understood exactly what she was getting into by dating Birn. Working with federal agents meant dealing with this kind of dynamic on a daily basis. It was the kind of constant banter and teasing that came from people who trusted each other enough to be complete idiots together, and she seemed to fit into it naturally.

"So you're the one keeping Birn distracted," Muñoz said, turning her attention to Marny with her arms crossed and an expression that was trying very hard to look stern.

Marny didn't miss a beat. "And you're the one who didn't tell him he was being an idiot for six months before he finally figured it out on his own."

Muñoz blinked, clearly not expecting that response, and then laughed. "Fair point. I'm Sylvia Muñoz, Birn's partner."

"Marny Clovis, Birn's long-distance problem," Marny said, and they shook hands while Birn looked like he wanted to object to being called an idiot, but couldn't quite figure out how to argue the point. "He talks about you constantly."

"Oh?" Muñoz said.

"Mostly complaints about how you steal his coffee," Marny replied, and Muñoz grinned.

"It's not stealing if he leaves it unattended," Muñoz said.

The two women chatted for another couple of minutes before Marny excused herself and returned to the break room with the other agents and the cake arrangements. Bonnie immediately began asking questions again, and in no time, Marny was deep in conversation about baking techniques.

Baker appeared from the direction of the break room, carrying his own coffee and looking more relaxed than I'd seen him in months. The cannibalism case had done a number on both him and Muñoz, the kind of trauma that didn't just fade because the suspects got arrested, but he seemed to be working through it. I'd noticed yesterday that he'd eaten turkey on his sandwich at lunch, which might not sound like much except that neither he nor Muñoz had been able to touch meat since the Epicurean Circle raid. The fact that he was gradually getting past that particular trigger said something about his resilience and probably also about the therapy Diane had mandated for both of them.

"Did I miss the car argument?" Baker asked, setting his coffee down on his desk.

"You missed the car argument," Muñoz confirmed. "Again."

"Oh, good," Baker said. "I've heard it enough times to recite it from memory."

Before anyone could respond to that, the main door opened, and a woman walked in wearing a Coast Guard uniform, carrying a briefcase and looking around the bullpen with the familiarity of someone who'd been here before. She had her unruly brown curly hair pulled back in a regulation bun, and when she spotted us, she grinned.

"Marston, Holm," she said, walking over. "Heard you guys finally got the new building finished. It looks good."

"Linda?!" I said in shock, moving to shake her hand.

"Linda Reyes, holy crap," Holm added as he stood and shook her hand as well. "Didn't know you were in Miami. I thought you were still stationed in New Orleans."

"I am, I'm TDY to cover someone who's out on medical leave," she said. "It was supposed to be an uneventful assignment, but I jumped at the opportunity when I heard MBLIS Miami was coordinating on Blue Heaven. I figured I'd rather work with you guys than do the same mundane stuff for three months."

"Smart choice," Robbie said. "How long are you here for?"

"However long this case takes, apparently," Linda replied. "The Coast Guard's taking this seriously enough that they're keeping me on liaison duty until we shut down the distribution network."

She turned to nod at Muñoz and Birn, then stopped mid-gesture and stared at the conference table area where Marny was still talking to Bonnie about cake decorating techniques.

"Marny?" Linda said, her voice going up slightly in surprise. "What are you doing in Miami?"

Marny looked up, and her face lit up with recognition. "Linda! Oh my god, I didn't know you were stationed here!" She stepped out of the conference room toward us.

"I'm not, I'm TDY," Linda said, crossing the room to pull Marny into a hug, both of them laughing. "Small world. What convinced you to leave New Orleans?"

"I'm just visiting for a few days," Marny said. "I wanted to see where Birn works and also bring cakes to bribe his coworkers into liking me."

"It's working," Bonnie called out.

"Yeah, I already like you better than Birn," Rivers added with a laugh.

"Linda's one of my regular customers," Marny explained to the rest of us. "She comes in every Saturday for coffee and whatever experimental cake I'm testing that week."

"And she never charges me," Linda added. "Even though I keep telling her to."

"You're helping me with market research," Marny said. "That's payment enough."

Linda turned to Birn with an expression that was half amused and half impressed. "So you're the federal agent she won't stop talking about. I heard about the Sacred Alligator case from some of the guys at the station. They said you tracked Benny through the Atchafalaya Basin and confronted a woman with a machete."

Birn looked slightly embarrassed, which was unusual for him. "That was more Marny than me."

"He also ate psychedelic gator jerky and had a spiritual awakening," Marny added proudly.

"You left out the part where I didn't know it was psychedelic," Birn muttered, and the entire office started laughing.

"I need to hear more of this story," I said, because any story involving Birn, alligators, and accidental drug consumption was worth hearing in detail.

"Later," Birn said, which meant he was embarrassed. It also meant that the story was probably even better than it sounded.

Linda glanced at her watch and then toward Diane's office. "I should probably check in before the briefing. Diane's expecting me, and I've got updated interdiction numbers from last night's seizure."

"Another one?" Muñoz asked, and Linda nodded.

"Fourth one this month," Linda said. "We're barely making a dent in what's getting through. The distribution pattern is accelerating."

"The month just started," Birn muttered.

The atmosphere in the room shifted slightly, that subtle change that happened when people transitioned from social conversation to work mode. Baker moved back to his desk and pulled up what I assumed was the Blue Heaven case file, and Muñoz straightened up from where she'd been leaning against Robbie's desk.

"I'll walk with you," Muñoz said to Linda. "Fill you in on what we know so far."

Linda nodded, and the two of them headed toward Diane's office, already talking in low voices about interdiction rates and distribution networks. Marny watched them go and then turned back to Birn with a slightly worried expression.

"This is the case you'll be working?" she asked quietly.

"Probably," Birn said. "Diane's briefing the full team this afternoon."

Marny nodded, processing that, and I could see her working through what it meant.

"You'll be careful," she said, and it wasn't quite a question.

"Always am," Birn replied, which was a blatant lie, and everyone in the room knew it.

Marny gave him a look that suggested she knew it, too, but she didn't push. Instead, she nodded, turned, and headed back to the cakes on the conference table. She started explaining to Bonnie the difference between Swiss meringue and Italian meringue, and the moment passed into something lighter.

Robbie was at his desk across from mine, no longer radiating the stress and anxiety that had become his default state after the Sexton case. Since the Italy rescue and getting back together with Aurora, he'd been healing in ways that were visible if you knew what to look for. He checked his phone and smiled at whatever message had just come through, probably Aurora texting him from his apartment, where she'd been spending most of her time lately.

"Your girlfriend texting you again?" I asked, settling into my chair and pulling up my email.

"Fiancée," Robbie corrected without looking up from his phone. "And yes."

I blinked at him. "Wait, what?"

He glanced up with a grin that told me he'd been waiting for this reaction. "I asked her last night. She said yes."

"Congratulations, man," I said, meaning it even though part of me was still processing the fact that Robbie had gone from nearly losing Aurora entirely to being engaged in the span of a few months. "That's great!"

"Thanks," he said, setting his phone down and looking at me with an expression that was equal parts happy and slightly terrified. "We're thinking small ceremony, nothing crazy. Probably here in Miami, so my sister can fly in without it being a whole production."

"Aurora's okay with small?" I asked. I'd met her family, and they didn't strike me as the type to do anything without multiple courses and a string quartet.

"She wants whatever doesn't involve her mother turning it into a spectacle for half of Venice," Robbie said. "Which is another reason for staying in Miami. We're going to tell her family this weekend, which should be interesting."

My phone buzzed with a text from Tessa before I could respond, and I pulled it out to see a photo of her standing in front of what looked like Victoria Falls, smiling at the camera with her hair pulled back and sunglasses perched on her head. The message underneath said, "Missing you, heading back to Harare tonight, call you later?"

I texted back a quick "Absolutely, stay safe" and looked up to find Robbie watching me with an expression I couldn't quite read.

"She doing okay?" he asked.

"Yeah, assignment's going well, should be back in a couple weeks," I said. Tessa had been in Zimbabwe for the past month covering a story about wildlife conservation, and while I missed her, the time apart had actually been good for both of us. We'd been processing the Webb case trauma together and separately, video calling every night and talking through things in a way that felt healthier than just trying to pretend everything was fine. "We're planning to dig into the Dragon's Rogue stuff when she gets back."

"The Jonathan Finch-Hatton revelation?" Robbie asked, leaning forward slightly. "You ever follow up with Professor Snyder about that?"

"Not yet, since everything's been so crazy with the Professional case and Italy and everything else," I said, pulling up my email and making a note to contact Snyder this week. "But Tessa's been researching on her own and apparently has some ideas about where we should look next."

"Of course she does," Robbie said, grinning. "That woman never stops working."

"Neither do you," I pointed out, because Robbie had spent his entire trauma leave obsessively researching Aurora's kidnapping case instead of actually resting like he was supposed to.

"Fair point," he admitted.

I was about to suggest we grab lunch when Muñoz came back out of Diane's office, her expression serious in a way that made me sit up straighter. She walked straight to her desk and pulled up something on her computer, then looked over at Baker.

"Price just sent an updated brief on Blue Heaven," she said. "Forty-three confirmed deaths now, three more overnight. Coast Guard interdicted another shipment in the Keys at oh-three-hundred this morning."

Baker moved to look over her shoulder at the screen, and I could see his expression shift as he read through whatever data Price had compiled. "Distribution pattern's accelerating."

"That's what Linda said," Muñoz replied. "Diane's pulling the briefing up to thirteen hundred. She wants everyone in the conference room in twenty minutes."

I glanced at the clock and then started pulling up the case files I'd need to review before the meeting. Across the bullpen, I could see other agents doing the same thing, the entire office shifting into work mode as people gathered materials and prepared for whatever Diane was about to tell us.

Marny had moved back toward Birn's desk, standing just out of the way while clearly trying to figure out if she should leave or stay. Birn said something to her in a low voice, and she nodded, then gathered up the mostly empty cake boxes and headed toward the break room to stash them somewhere safe. At one point, she returned with a spray bottle and a roll of paper towels to clean up the conference room table, and before long, it looked like her cakes had never been there.

"Guess lunch is postponed," Robbie said, closing whatever he'd been working on and pulling up the Blue Heaven files instead.

"Guess so," I agreed, scanning through the preliminary intelligence reports and trying to get a handle on what we were dealing with before Diane started the official briefing.

Twenty minutes later, the entire team was assembled in the conference room, and I could tell from the energy in the room that everyone understood this was serious. Diane stood at the head of the table with Linda Reyes beside her, and the wall screen behind them displayed a map of South Florida with red markers indicating suspected landing sites and distribution points.

"Blue Heaven," Diane said without preamble. "New synthetic opioid, significantly more potent than fentanyl, forty-three confirmed deaths in six weeks and climbing. Coast Guard has interdicted four shipments so far this month alone, but based on street availability and hospitalization rates, we're estimating they're catching less than ten percent of actual traffic."

She pulled up a chemistry analysis on the screen, and I could see why Linda had called it concerning. The molecular structure was complex and sophisticated, not the kind of thing some small-time dealer cooked up in a basement lab.

"This is professional work," Diane continued. "Organized distribution network with maritime resources and established landing sites. The Coast Guard is handling interdiction on the water, but we need to identify the organization behind it and dismantle the distribution network on land before this gets worse."

Linda stepped forward and pointed to several markers on the map. "We've identified three primary landing sites in the Keys, all of them remote and difficult to monitor continuously. The pattern suggests they're rotating locations to avoid detection, and the timing indicates they have inside knowledge of our patrol schedules."

"Inside knowledge, meaning what?" Baker asked. "Corrupt Coast Guard personnel?"

"Or just someone who's been watching long enough to identify the patterns," Linda said. "We're investigating both possibilities, but so far we haven't found any evidence of internal compromise."

Diane pulled up hospitalization data, and the numbers were genuinely alarming. "Hundreds of emergency room visits in the past six weeks, forty-three fatalities, all of them clustered in Miami-Dade and Broward counties. Victims range from long-time addicts to new users, which suggests a high enough potency that even people with tolerance are getting caught up in this."

She looked around the room, making eye contact with each of us. "This is our jurisdiction, and this is our priority. I'm assigning primary investigation to Marston and Holm, with support from Muñoz and Birn. Baker and Bishop, you're coordinating with local PD on the hospitalization cases and victim interviews. Price and Rivers, I need a full intelligence workup on maritime smuggling patterns and any signals intelligence we can gather on the organization behind this."

I glanced at Robbie, who nodded slightly, already mentally shifting into investigation mode. This was what we did, what we were good at, and it felt good to be focused on something concrete instead of processing trauma and wondering when the next disaster would hit.

"Coast Guard liaison will be Lieutenant Commander Reyes," Diane continued, gesturing to Linda. "She'll be coordinating interdiction efforts and providing maritime intelligence. Full case briefing packets will be distributed within the hour. Questions?"

"Timeline?" I asked. "How fast is this escalating?"

"Three deaths in week one, five in week three, six in week five," Diane said. "The pattern is accelerating, and we're entering week seven. If the trend continues, we're looking at eight to ten deaths in the next seven days unless we can disrupt the supply chain."

The room was quiet for a moment, everyone processing what that meant. Eight to ten more people could be dead in the next week, all of them dying because they took a drug that was stronger than they expected, and their bodies couldn't handle it.

"We need to move fast," Diane said. "And we need to move smart. This organization has resources and sophistication, which means they're not going to roll over just because we start asking questions. Coordinate with the Coast Guard, leverage every intelligence source we have, and find out who's bringing this into Miami before the body count gets worse."

She dismissed us, and the team dispersed to their respective workstations to start pulling together the information we'd need for the investigation. I grabbed the preliminary case file from Diane and headed back to my desk, already mentally organizing the approach we'd take.

Robbie fell into step beside me. "You thinking what I'm thinking?"

"That this is going to be complicated and probably dangerous, and we're going to end up on a boat at some point?" I asked.

"Yeah, pretty much," he said.

I looked around the bullpen at my team, everyone already working, already focused, already doing what they did best. Birn was talking to Linda about patrol schedules and interdiction patterns. Muñoz was coordinating with Baker on victim interview protocols. Price and Rivers were already pulling maritime intelligence from multiple databases.

For the first time in months, we weren't dealing with the aftermath of trauma or processing impossible choices or wondering if the team would hold together. We were just doing the job, working a case, focusing on something that mattered and that we could actually control.

It felt good to be back to normal, even if normal meant chasing drug smugglers and trying to prevent more people from dying.

I sat down at my desk and opened the case file, ready to get to work.
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DIANE

The next morning, the conference room filled quickly, with agents grabbing tablets, coffee mugs, and notepads as they settled into their chairs. Diane watched Marny Clovis hover near the doorway for a moment before Birn said something to her in a low voice. She stepped back into the bullpen, clearly understanding that whatever was about to happen wasn't cleared for civilians.

Most of the previous afternoon had been spent in the office, with the different teams working on intelligence gathering and research. But she'd sent a mass text message out early this morning demanding they gather for a second meeting before moving forward any further. The information she'd learned changed everything, and she needed to address it immediately.

Diane waited until everyone was seated and the ambient noise had dropped to silence, then pulled up the first slide on the wall screen behind her. The image showed a map of South Florida with red markers clustered around Miami-Dade and Broward counties, each one representing a confirmed overdose death. They'd seen this slide the previous afternoon, but it was worth noting again.

"First things first, we all know that Valerius was assassinated yesterday morning outside the federal courthouse," Diane said, addressing the elephant in the room immediately. "FBI is taking the lead on the investigation, we're cooperating fully, and I've opened a tracking file to monitor developments. That's all I'm saying about it right now because we have bigger problems that are actually our jurisdiction."

She clicked to the next slide, which showed Coast Guard interdiction data from the past six weeks. The numbers were significantly higher than normal, almost triple the usual rate, and she could see several agents leaning forward to get a better look at the graph.

"As we already know, for the past six weeks, the Coast Guard has been intercepting drug smuggling boats at a rate of two to three per week," Diane continued. "Coast Guard thought they had a handle on the situation until two days ago, when one of their officers overheard something interesting during an interdiction."

She pulled up the next slide, which showed a transcript in Spanish with English translation below. "The officer conducting the interdiction speaks Spanish fluently. One of the smugglers was on the phone and apparently thought no one understood what he was saying. Quote: 'El plan del jefe está funcionando. La Guardia Costera está abrumada. Nadie está prestando atención a dónde entran realmente las drogas.' Translation: The boss's plan is working. The Coast Guard is overwhelmed. No one is paying attention to where the drugs are really coming in."

The room went quiet as everyone processed what that meant, and Diane could see understanding dawn on multiple faces simultaneously.

"The boats they've been catching are decoys," Muñoz said, and Diane nodded.

"Expensive decoys," Diane confirmed. "Each interdiction has been yielding significant quantities of Blue Heaven, which made the Coast Guard think they were making progress. But the smugglers are intentionally sacrificing product to keep the Coast Guard focused on maritime interdiction while the real shipments come in through a different method entirely."

She clicked to the next slide, which showed intelligence from Colombian sources. "DEA has been tracking the formation of a new cartel in Colombia over the past eight months. Not affiliated with any traditional organizations, rapid growth, and led by a figure known as El Serpiente. The Snake. Reputation for theatrical cruelty and extreme violence, makes public examples of anyone who crosses him. Intel is limited because he's very good at compartmentalizing his operation and eliminating loose ends."

"How limited?" Birn asked.

"We don't know his real identity, his exact location, or whether he's operating out of Colombia or if he's already established himself in Miami," Diane said. "That's part of what we need to find out."

She pulled up the hospitalization data, and the numbers were even worse than they'd been when she'd first reviewed the brief that morning. "In the past six weeks, Miami-Dade County has seen forty-seven overdose deaths and eighty-nine hospitalizations related to this new drug. The side effects are distinctive enough that medical examiners can identify them immediately, and the toxicity levels are alarming even by current synthetic opioid standards. The deaths are concentrated in specific neighborhoods, which suggests an organized distribution network rather than random street dealers."

"We're up to forty-seven deaths?" Robbie muttered under his breath. The look on everyone else's face mirrored Robbie's shock.

Linda Reyes stood and moved to the map, pointing to several red markers. "We've identified a pattern in the overdose locations. They're clustered around areas with established drug markets, but the distribution appears coordinated rather than opportunistic. Someone is controlling supply and targeting specific territories."

"Right," Diane said. "Which brings us to this morning's development."

She pulled up the next slide, which showed a still frame from a video. The image depicted a masked figure standing against a plain, dark background. The production quality was professional, almost cinematic, and the figure's posture radiated a confidence bordering on arrogance.

"At six AM this morning, this video was posted to multiple social media platforms simultaneously," Diane said. "It currently has over two million views and is spreading rapidly. The figure is masked and covered, and the voice is digitally altered, but the accent is Colombian, and the message is clear."

She played the video, and the room watched in silence as the masked figure spoke in accented English, taunting American law enforcement and promising that Miami was just the beginning of a nationwide distribution network. The figure claimed that federal agencies were blind and incompetent, that American citizens were weak and eager for what he was selling, and that he would own the streets within months. The figure made a serpentine motion with his hand before the screen went black.

"El Serpiente," Muñoz said quietly, and Diane nodded.

"He's making this personal," Diane said. "Taunting us publicly, threatening nationwide expansion, and demonstrating that he has the resources and sophistication to produce professional propaganda while flooding Miami with a drug that's already killed forty-seven people."

She clicked to the next slide, which showed the agencies that had been working the case piecemeal. "TSA has stepped up search parameters at all airports. Random secondary screenings increased, cargo inspections intensified, and full deployment of drug-sniffing dogs. No evidence of anything coming through commercial aviation. The FBI has a federal task force hitting PortMiami hard, including container ship inspections, shipping manifest analysis, interviews with dock workers, and the port authority. No evidence in standard shipping channels. Border Patrol has increased vehicle inspections at Mexico crossings, deployed dogs heavily, and implemented technology scans. Nothing is coming through land border crossings."

"So all traditional smuggling routes are coming up negative," Ethan said, and Diane could hear the frustration in his voice.

"Exactly," Diane confirmed. "Which means El Serpiente is using a method we haven't identified yet, and he's sophisticated enough to keep it hidden while sacrificing decoy boats to make us think we're making progress. The piecemeal approach isn't working. Different agencies are chasing different leads without coordination or a big picture view."

She pulled up the final slide, which showed the MBLIS logo with supporting agency seals around it. "As of nine AM this morning, MBLIS was handed primary jurisdiction over this investigation. We have the authority to coordinate all federal agencies, including the FBI, DEA, Coast Guard, and Border Patrol. This is rare but necessary. We need centralized command and strategic coordination, and we need it now."

Diane looked around the table, making eye contact with each team. "Price and Rivers, you're on digital forensics immediately. Analyze that video frame by frame. Look for any identifying information, location clues, production details, voice analysis, and metadata examination. Anything that can help us identify who made it or where it was filmed."

Price nodded, already making notes on her tablet. "We'll start with the metadata and work backward through the production elements."

"Marston and Holm, you're going to Miami International Airport," Diane continued. "Coordinate with TSA leadership, review their protocols and recent activity, and interview agents and supervisors. I want definitive confirmation that nothing is coming through aviation, not just their assurance that they're looking. Verify and rule it out."

"Understood," Ethan said, and Robbie was already pulling up TSA contact information on his phone.

"Muñoz and Birn, you're taking PortMiami," Diane said. "Deep dive into shipping records with the FBI task force. Nina Gosse is coordinating federal resources there, and she's expecting you. Interview dock workers, port authority, and check for any anomalies or potential corruption. Same as the airport, I want definitive verification that maritime shipping is clean."

"On it," Muñoz said, and Birn nodded in agreement.

"Baker and Bishop, you're coordinating with local PD," Diane said. "Review all hospitalization reports and police reports related to Snake overdoses. Interview survivors and families, map the overdose locations, and identify the distribution network geographically. Work with the medical examiners to understand exactly what this drug is doing to people."

"We'll get addresses and start mapping it today," Baker said.

Diane turned to Linda Reyes, who'd been standing near the wall screen throughout the briefing. "Like I said yesterday, Lieutenant Commander Reyes is our primary Coast Guard liaison. She'll be briefing us on interdiction operations, decoy boat patterns and tactics, and working with us to identify what they're missing. We need to figure out what the real smuggling method is if it's not the boats they've been catching."

Linda stepped forward slightly. "I've got the interdiction logs from the past six weeks and patrol schedules. We can identify patterns in timing and location that might tell us something about how they're choosing which boats to sacrifice."

"Good," Diane said. "Coordinate with Muñoz and Birn on the maritime angle. If there's something the Coast Guard is missing, we need to find it."

She looked around the room one more time, making sure everyone understood their assignments and the urgency of the situation. "This is sophisticated, well-funded, and organized. Someone is making us look like fools while killing American citizens and taunting us on social media. We need to find out how they're actually bringing the drugs in, identify El Serpiente and his organization, and dismantle this operation before it gets worse. All hands on deck until this is resolved."

"Do we have any intelligence on El Serpiente's identity or location?" Muñoz asked.

"DEA has limited intel, and they're working on it," Diane said. "We'll coordinate with them for anything they develop, but right now assume we're starting from scratch on identification."

"What about the video?" Birn asked. "Any chance he's actually in Miami, and we can track him that way?"

"That's what Price and Rivers are going to find out," Diane said. "If there's anything in that video that can tell us where it was filmed or who filmed it, they'll find it."

She closed the presentation and looked at her team, seeing the determination and focus that made her confident they could actually solve this. They'd been through hell in the past few months, dealt with cases that had tested them in ways that went beyond professional competence, but this was what they were trained for. This was the work they were good at, and it felt right to have the entire branch unified on a single mission.

"Move out," Diane said. "Report back by the end of the day. We're racing against time because every hour this operation continues, more people die."

The room cleared quickly, agents gathering their materials and heading to their assignments with professional urgency. Diane watched them go and felt something that might have been hope, or maybe just confidence in her team's ability to do the job they'd been hired to do.

Through the conference room windows, she could see Marny Clovis standing in the bullpen watching Birn transform from the man she knew into Agent Birn, professional and focused and already coordinating with Muñoz about their approach to PortMiami. It was one thing to hear about what your partner did for a living and another thing entirely to watch it happen in real time. Diane wondered if this would be the moment Marny decided she couldn't handle it, or maybe she'd see it as confirmation that she'd chosen someone worth the risk.

Diane collected her things and headed back to her desk, where she pulled up the case management system, creating the master file for Operation Serpiente and linking all the agency coordination protocols. This was going to be complicated and politically delicate, coordinating multiple federal agencies under MBLIS authority, but it was also exactly the kind of work MBLIS had been created to do, bringing together resources and jurisdiction that other agencies couldn't combine, and providing the big picture view that piecemeal approaches missed.

Her phone buzzed with a text from Nina Gosse at the FBI confirming that the PortMiami task force was ready to coordinate with Muñoz and Birn, and Diane sent back a quick acknowledgment along with the case file number. Then she pulled up the Coast Guard liaison protocols and started drafting the formal coordination agreement that would give Linda Reyes the authority to work directly with MBLIS instead of having to route everything through her chain of command.

Over in the bullpen, she could see teams already moving to complete their tasks. Ethan and Robbie headed for the parking garage, and Baker and Bishop were coordinating with local PD on their phones. Price and Rivers had disappeared down to the digital forensics lab, probably already pulling the video apart frame by frame.

The office had that energy Diane associated with major cases. Everyone was focused and moving with purpose. This was what federal law enforcement was supposed to look like: professionals working together toward a common goal, and it felt good after months of dealing with assassinations, vigilante justice, and jurisdictional complications.

Her desk phone rang, and Diane picked it up to find the DEA liaison on the line, asking about coordination protocols for the Colombian intelligence. She spent the next twenty minutes walking through information-sharing agreements and establishing communication channels, making sure that anything DEA developed on El Serpiente would flow directly to MBLIS without bureaucratic delays.

By the time she finished that call and three others like it, the office had mostly cleared out. The teams had deployed to their assignments. Diane stood at her window looking out over downtown Miami and thought about the masked figure in the video, the arrogance and confidence that came from someone who believed they were untouchable.

El Serpiente thought he was making a fool of American law enforcement. He thought his sophisticated operation and decoy tactics meant he could operate with impunity while taunting them publicly. He was about to learn that MBLIS didn't appreciate being taunted, and that underestimating a team of federal agents who'd survived everything from cannibalism cults to professional assassins was a mistake he wouldn't get to make twice.

Diane turned back to her desk and pulled up the tactical coordination board, ready to track every lead and development as they came in. This was going to be a race against time, and she intended to win it.
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PRICE

Bailey Price had been staring at the same thirty seconds of video for the past two hours, and she was starting to see the masked figure every time she blinked.

The digital forensics lab was her favorite place in the new MBLIS building. It boasted floor-to-ceiling monitors covering two walls and enough processing power to make most government agencies jealous. She had the El Serpiente video pulled up on six different screens, each one showing a different analysis layer, with technical breakdowns of everything from audio frequencies to pixel density. Rivers sat at the workstation beside her, running voice pattern analysis, his headphones covering his ears while he listened to the digitally altered speech on repeat, trying to identify underlying characteristics that might tell them something useful.

"Anything?" Price asked without looking away from her screen, where she was examining the figure's body language frame by frame.

"Colombian Spanish native speaker, definitely," Rivers said, pulling off his headphones. "The digital alteration is sophisticated but not perfect. I can hear the accent underneath the pitch shifting and modulation. Speech patterns suggest someone educated, possibly with a military background, based on the vocal cadence and presentation style. This was rehearsed."

Price nodded and made notes in her analysis document. The video was professional in every way that mattered: 4K resolution from high-end camera equipment, edited with expensive software, and color grading applied with the kind of precision that spoke to someone who knew what they were doing. The audio mixing was equally sophisticated, the voice alteration layered with ambient sound design that created atmosphere without being obvious about it.

"This isn't some guy in a basement with a webcam," Price said, pulling up the technical metadata. "This is professional production, the kind of quality you'd see in actual film or high-end advertising. Someone either has serious resources or hired someone who does."

"Figure's completely covered," Rivers said, switching his monitor to show full-body analysis. "Black tactical clothing, gloves, mask, no skin visible anywhere. Height estimate based on proportions puts him between five-ten and six feet, athletic build, but not bulky. Movement suggests combat training or military background; the way he carries himself is too controlled to be civilian."

Price was about to respond when the lab door opened. Tommy Two-Times walked in carrying a laptop, a ring light, and what looked like a portable filming setup. She looked up to see him setting his equipment down on the conference table like he'd done this a hundred times before, which he most assuredly had not.

"Tommy," Price said with the kind of resigned tone that came from knowing exactly what was about to happen. "Please tell me Diane didn't authorize you to film in my lab."

"Agent Price," Tommy said, flashing the smile that had worked on eight million followers and also somehow worked on Diane at the wedding. "Director Ramsay said I should come help with the video analysis. The El Serpiente video already has three million views across platforms, and my followers have been sending me hundreds of DMs with tips and observations."

"I know how your platform works," Price said. "I was there for the Foundation case, remember? That doesn't mean you get to film in my lab."

Tommy started setting up his ring light anyway, and Price felt her eye twitch. "What are you doing?"

"Setting up for a live stream," Tommy said, like this was completely reasonable. "My followers would love a behind-the-scenes look at how federal forensics actually works, and the engagement numbers would be⁠—"

"No," Price said flatly. "Absolutely not. No filming in this building, no cameras in my lab, no live streams of classified federal investigation procedures."

"Come on, we worked together during the Golden Book situation," Tommy said, gesturing at his equipment like their history somehow changed the current reality. "You know I'm careful about operational security."

"You live-streamed a firefight," Price pointed out. "To two million people. In real time. You were the exact opposite of careful."

"But it worked," Tommy said defensively. "Public witnesses meant the Foundation couldn't bury what happened. Diane understood the strategic value."

"Diane also danced with you at Rivers' wedding and did shots, which means her judgment regarding you is compromised," Price said. "My judgment is not. You can work in the conference room if you want to aggregate tips from your followers, and you can film updates from the parking lot if you really need content that badly, but there are no cameras in this lab. That's non-negotiable."

Rivers was laughing now, not even trying to hide it. "She's serious, Tommy. I've been working with her for three years, and she barely lets me take photos of evidence."

"Fine," Tommy said, gathering his equipment with only slightly diminished enthusiasm. "Conference room. But for the record, my followers are a legitimate intelligence asset, and you're underestimating the value of crowdsourced information gathering."

"I'm not underestimating anything," Price said, turning back to her monitors. "I saw what your platform accomplished during the Foundation case. That's why I'm letting you work in the conference room instead of kicking you out of the building entirely. Close the door on your way out."

Tommy left with his light, and Price heard him clunking up the stairs. Rivers was still laughing, shaking his head while he went back to his audio analysis.

"You really don't give him any slack," Rivers said.

"He got enough slack at your wedding," Price replied. "I have boundaries, and one of them is no social media influencers filming federal investigations in my lab, no matter how many times they've saved the country."

"Fair," Rivers said, grinning.

They worked in silence for another twenty minutes, Price examining the background elements of the video while Rivers continued breaking down the audio. The filming location appeared to be an interior room with concrete walls and industrial lighting, the kind of nondescript space that could be anywhere. The figure's movements were theatrical but controlled, every gesture deliberate and designed for maximum impact on camera.

Price was enhancing a section of the background when Tommy appeared in the doorway again, this time without his filming equipment.

"Before you kick me out again," Tommy said quickly, "I've been sorting through the follower tips, and there's actually some useful stuff here. Just look at it for two minutes."

Price sighed but gestured for him to come in. "Make it fast."

Tommy opened his laptop and turned it so they could see the screen, which showed a custom map interface with hundreds of colored pins marking different locations around Miami. "My followers have been reporting unusual activity for the past few weeks. When you aggregate it all together, patterns start emerging."

"What kind of patterns?" Rivers asked, leaning over to get a better look.

"Unusual speedboat activity between two and four AM, specific areas around Key Biscayne, South Beach, and Coconut Grove," Tommy said, pointing to clusters of pins. "Not your typical recreational or fishing activity. Timeline matches when Coast Guard's been catching those decoy boats, but these are different locations."

Price pulled up the Coast Guard interdiction data and compared it to Tommy's map. The decoy boats had been caught in predictable zones, but the activity Tommy's followers were reporting was happening in completely different areas during the same time window.

"Could be the real smuggling operation," Rivers said quietly. "Coast Guard's busy with decoys in one zone, actual product comes in somewhere else."

"There's more," Tommy said, zooming in on coastal areas. "Multiple followers mentioning waterproof packages washing up on beaches. Not tourist trash, but deliberate packaging. Specific beaches are being mentioned repeatedly; the timeline correlates with the boat activity."

Price started taking notes, overlaying Tommy's crowdsourced data with the official intelligence they'd been working from.

"One of my followers works at a marina in Coconut Grove," Tommy continued. "Says there's been unusual traffic, specific vessels coming and going at odd hours, cash payments with no manifests. The manager seems aware, possibly getting paid to look the other way."

"Which marina?" Price asked, already pulling up maritime facility databases.

Tommy gave her the name and location, and Price started running background checks on the ownership and management while Rivers cross-referenced with known cartel money laundering operations. This was genuinely useful intelligence, the kind of ground-level observation that official channels missed because they were looking at bigger patterns instead of individual reports.

"Okay, this is actually helpful," Price admitted. "Keep aggregating and filtering. Flag anything that correlates with our timeline or geographic data."

"See? I told you my platform was valuable," Tommy said, grinning.

"Don't let it go to your head." She ignored Rivers' pointed stare. She knew she was being a bit too harsh on the kid. He was a valuable asset, but he needed firm boundaries.

They worked together for the next hour, and the collaboration was smooth, even if Price still found Tommy annoying on a personal level. He knew when to stay quiet and let them work, and he knew how to filter signal from noise in the crowdsourced data.

Price was examining frame 1,847 of the video when she saw it, something so subtle that she'd missed it on the first dozen passes. Behind El Serpiente's left shoulder, in what appeared to be a glass or metal surface, there was a reflection. It was nearly invisible, barely a few pixels wide, but it was definitely there.

"Rivers," Price said quietly, her fingers already working to isolate and enhance the area. "Come look at this."

Rivers moved to stand behind her chair while she applied image processing software. The noise reduction and contrast enhancement pulled detail out of what had looked like nothing. The reflection became clearer, showing what appeared to be an exterior landscape visible through a window or doorway behind the camera position.

"Is that a mountain range?" Rivers asked, leaning closer to the screen.

Price enhanced it further, adjusting gamma levels and sharpening edges until the image resolved into something recognizable. They saw a distinctive configuration of peaks, along with tropical vegetation, specific topographic features that didn't match anything in Florida or North America.

"Cross-reference this with satellite imagery databases," Price said, already pulling up geographic information systems as she fought to keep her excitement at bay. "I want to know where this mountain range is located."

They worked quickly, comparing the reflection's topography against known mountain ranges, running the image through pattern recognition software and geographic databases.

"Andes mountain range," Rivers said after forty minutes of analysis, pulling up the confirmed location on his screen. "Specific configuration matches a region outside Medellín, Colombia. Can narrow it down to approximately fifty square miles based on the peak alignment and vegetation patterns."

Price felt the adrenaline hit her system, the rush that came from cracking a case wide open.

"Lighting angle suggests afternoon filming, and vegetation visible suggests specific elevation," Rivers informed them. "I'll cross-check with DEA intelligence on known cartel locations in that region."

"Holy shit, you found him from a reflection?" Tommy said, staring at their screens.

"Frame 1,847, enhanced eighteen hundred percent," Price said, pulling up DEA databases and running searches against the geographic coordinates. "This is what actual forensics looks like. Rivers, confirm the elevation and refine the search area."

"On it," Rivers said, his fingers flying across his keyboard. "DEA has files on several known cartel operations in this region. Pulling satellite imagery now."

The satellite images loaded on Price's screen, showing the mountainous terrain outside Medellín with a resolution good enough to identify individual buildings. Rivers overlaid the geographic data from the reflection analysis, narrowing the search area until they were looking at a specific compound in the foothills.

"Large estate, heavily secured," Rivers said, zooming in on the location. "Multiple buildings, vehicle compound, and helicopter pad visible. Matches the profile for a major cartel operation."

Price cross-referenced the coordinates with DEA intelligence files and Colombian government data, looking for ownership records or previous surveillance reports. The compound came back flagged in DEA systems as known cartel activity, but there were no confirmed ownership or current operation details.

"Can I post about this?" Tommy asked, and both Price and Rivers turned to look at him simultaneously.

"NO," they said in unison.

"Just checking," Tommy said, holding up his hands. "I wanted to make sure before I accidentally committed a federal crime."

Price pulled up her phone and called Diane directly, not bothering with email or official channels because this was too important to wait. Diane answered on the second ring.

"Director, we have a location," Price said without preamble. "Colombia, outside Medellín. A specific compound was identified through reflection analysis in the video. Cross-referenced with DEA databases and satellite imagery. Confidence level ninety-five percent."

There was a pause on the other end, and Price could practically hear Diane processing the information.

"Send me the coordinates and a full analysis immediately," the director said. "I'm coordinating with DEA for intelligence gathering and possible raid authorization."

"Sending now," Price said, already compiling the data package. "Rivers is confirming elevation and refining search parameters. Should have a complete analysis within the hour."

"Good work," Diane said. "And Price, keep Tommy working on crowdsourced intelligence. Monitor social media for any cartel response or chatter. If El Serpiente realizes we've identified his location, he might move."

The line went dead, and Price turned back to her screens, where the satellite imagery showed the Colombian compound in perfect detail. Rivers was already pulling additional data, cross-referencing known cartel personnel with the location and building a comprehensive intelligence package.

"Diane says keep aggregating tips," Price told Tommy, who was still hovering nearby. "Monitor your platform for any unusual activity or threats. If there's cartel chatter about the video or responses to law enforcement actions, we need to know immediately."

"You got it," Tommy said, turning to head back to his conference room setup. "This is way better than the Foundation case. That one had too many enhanced soldiers trying to kill me."

"This one might too," Price warned. "Don't get comfortable."

Tommy's eyes widened, but he didn't respond before walking out of the room. She turned back to her work, compiling the location analysis and building the case file that would go to DEA and Colombian authorities. This was a major breakthrough, the kind of intelligence that could crack the entire operation open if they moved fast enough. El Serpiente had made a mistake filming in a location that could be identified, and that mistake was going to cost him everything.

"Sending the final analysis to Diane now," Price said, attaching the satellite imagery and geographic data to the secure email. "Recommend immediate coordination with DEA for intelligence gathering and possible raid authorization."

Rivers pulled up additional satellite passes of the compound, looking for patterns in vehicle movement and personnel activity that might tell them something about the operation's size and structure. "This is a major facility. If this is El Serpiente's base of operations, taking it down would seriously disrupt the cartel's capabilities."

Price's phone buzzed with a response from Diane, and she read it out loud. "Scrambling international task force. Good work. Prepare a full briefing for tomorrow morning."

She leaned back in her chair and looked at the screens displaying the Colombian compound, feeling the satisfaction that came from solving a puzzle that had seemed impossible three hours ago. They'd gone from a masked figure in a propaganda video to a specific location in Colombia, and now the operation could move forward.

"Colombia raid is green-lit," Price said, and Rivers grinned.

"Hell of a find," he said.

Feeling victorious, Price stood up and headed upstairs to the break room for a well-deserved latte. As she neared the conference room, she could hear Tommy talking to his laptop camera, probably filming an update for his followers about being at MBLIS without revealing anything classified. The kid was still annoying and needed better boundaries, but he'd proven himself during the Foundation case, and he was proving himself again now. Price made a note to tell Diane that this particular civilian consultation was worth maintaining.

For now, they had a location, they had intelligence, and they had a plan. El Serpiente thought he was untouchable. He thought his sophisticated operation meant he could taunt American law enforcement without consequences.

He was about to learn otherwise.
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The '67 Corvette pulled into the Miami International Airport security checkpoint at two in the afternoon. I could see the TSA supervisor already waiting for us near the barrier. Her expression suggested she'd been briefed about our arrival and wasn't particularly thrilled about it.

I killed the engine and climbed out, Robbie did the same on the passenger side, and both of us pulled our credentials out before the supervisor could ask.

"Agents Marston and Holm," I said, handing over my badge to the supervisor who'd approached with two security officers flanking her. "Director Ramsay should've called ahead."

"She did," the supervisor said, examining our credentials with the kind of thoroughness that came from years of checking IDs and spotting fakes. "I'm Jenna Watson, TSA supervisor for this terminal. You're here about the drug interdiction case."

"That's right," Robbie said. "We need to review your protocols and recent activity, interview some of your officers, and verify that nothing's coming through aviation channels."

Watson nodded and gestured for us to follow her toward the security checkpoint, swiping her badge at a door marked "Authorized Personnel Only" and leading us into the back areas where TSA did the actual work of airport security. The hallways were industrial and functional, nothing like the polished public areas of the terminal, and I could hear the ambient noise of screening equipment and radio chatter as we walked.

"We've been running enhanced protocols for the past six weeks," Watson said, leading us into what looked like a briefing room with charts and schedules covering the walls. "Increased random secondary screenings by forty percent, K-9 units deployed more frequently, cargo inspection protocols intensified. Body scanner sensitivity's been increased, and we've got behavioral detection officers specifically watching for nervous travelers who might be carrying."

She pulled up a digital display showing passenger screening data, graphs, and numbers that tracked everything from scan rates to detection percentages. "We're flagging more people, conducting more thorough inspections, and coordinating with DEA and FBI on known smuggling profiles. If someone's trying to bring drugs through this airport, we're doing everything we can to catch them."

"What about international flights from Colombia specifically?" I asked, scanning through the data on the screen. "That's the primary source country for what we're tracking."

"We've been targeting those flights hard," Watson said, pulling up another set of data. "Random screenings on fifty percent of passengers from Bogotá and Medellín, full cargo inspection on every shipment, and K-9 units at every gate. We've found some personal use amounts, a couple of people trying to bring back cocaine for themselves, but nothing that suggests organized trafficking."

Robbie moved closer to the screen, examining the numbers. "Past six weeks, how many passengers have you screened in total from Colombian flights?"

"Eight thousand three hundred and forty-two," Watson said without hesitation. "Flagged six hundred and twelve for secondary screening, found contraband on eighteen. Mostly personal amounts, nothing over fifty grams. All arrested and turned over to local PD or DEA depending on quantity."

I pulled out my notebook and started comparing her numbers to what we knew about the Blue Heaven distribution timeline. The deaths had started six weeks ago, the same time TSA had ramped up their screening protocols, which suggested that either the drugs were coming through despite the enhanced security or they weren't coming through airports at all.

"What about cargo?" I asked. "Air freight, shipping manifests, anything coming through commercial channels?"

"Thoroughly inspected," Watson said, pulling up cargo data. "We've been X-raying every shipment from South America, cross-referencing manifests with customs databases, flagging anything suspicious for physical inspection. DEA's been coordinating with us on known smuggling methods and packaging techniques. We haven't found anything that matches the profile of organized drug trafficking."

Robbie looked at me, and I could see the same conclusion forming that I'd already reached. This route was clean, or at least as clean as it could be with the level of scrutiny TSA was applying. If drugs were coming through Miami International Airport, they were doing it in such small quantities and with such sophisticated methods that even enhanced protocols weren't catching them.

"Can we interview some of your officers?" I asked. "Get their perspective on what they're seeing day to day?"

"Already arranged it," Watson said, checking her watch. "I've got four officers waiting in the conference room, all of them working the international terminal and Colombian flights specifically. They can tell you what they've observed."

"Thank you," I replied.

She led us down another hallway to a larger conference room where four TSA officers were waiting, all of them in uniform and looking like they'd rather be doing literally anything else than talking to federal agents. I recognized the expression from my own years dealing with oversight and audits, that particular combination of defensive and cooperative that came from knowing you were being evaluated.

"Agents Marston and Holm," Watson said, gesturing to us. "They're investigating drug trafficking patterns and need to understand what you've been seeing at the checkpoints."

The interviews took about forty minutes, with each officer describing their screening procedures and observations from the past six weeks. They were consistent in their reports of increased vigilance, more thorough inspections, and genuine effort to catch smugglers. None of them mentioned attempted bribes or suspicious behavior from colleagues that might indicate internal corruption. The overall picture was of a security apparatus that was functioning exactly as it was supposed to, catching small-time carriers but missing whatever larger operation might exist.

"You find anything useful?" Watson asked when we'd finished the interviews and were walking back toward the exit.

"You're doing good work," I said, which was true and also didn't answer her question. "The protocols are solid, and your people are paying attention. If drugs were coming through aviation in significant quantities, you'd be catching them."

"But they're not coming through aviation," Watson said, and it wasn't quite a question.

"Doesn't look like it," Robbie confirmed. "Which means we need to focus our investigation elsewhere. Thanks for your cooperation."

We walked back through the secure areas toward the parking lot, neither of us saying much because there wasn't much to say. The airport was a dead end, a route we could definitively rule out, which was useful information but also meant we were running out of traditional smuggling methods to check.

"If not air," Robbie said as we reached the Corvette, "and FBI says not traditional shipping, and Border Patrol says not land crossings…"

"It's water," I said, unlocking the car and sliding into the driver's seat. "Has to be. But the Coast Guard's catching boats."

"Catching decoy boats," Robbie corrected, climbing into the passenger seat. "The real shipments are getting through somehow. Different method, different routes, something we haven't identified yet."

I started the engine and pulled out of the security area, heading back toward downtown Miami while my brain worked through the logistics. Maritime smuggling made sense for Miami, surrounded by water on three sides with hundreds of miles of coastline and thousands of boats moving through the area every day. The Coast Guard couldn't be everywhere at once, and if someone was sophisticated enough to run decoy operations while the real shipments came through undetected, it would explain why nothing was showing up through traditional channels.

My phone rang before I could follow that thought any further, and Diane's name appeared on the screen. I hit answer, put it on speaker, and kept my eyes on the traffic merging onto the highway.

"Marston," I said.

"Price found the location in Colombia," Diane said without preamble. "Medellín region, a specific compound identified through video analysis. We're scrambling an international task force and shifting strategy. I need you and Robbie back at headquarters immediately."

"Airport's clean," I said. "TSA's doing everything right, but nothing's coming through aviation. We were just discussing maritime possibilities."

"Save it for the briefing," Diane said. "Price has intelligence that changes the entire operation. Get back here."

The line went dead, and I glanced at Robbie.

"Colombia compound," Robbie said. "That's significant."

"If they found El Serpiente's base of operations, it changes everything," I agreed, accelerating slightly to get around a semi truck that was blocking two lanes. "Means we can hit the source instead of just chasing distribution networks."

We drove in silence for a few minutes, the Corvette handling the Miami traffic with ease. Robbie checked his phone and smiled at the message he'd just received, probably from Aurora, and I felt that familiar combination of relief and pride that came from watching my partner heal.

"She's good for you," I said, not taking my eyes off the road.

"Yeah," Robbie said, still looking at his phone. "She really is."

"You're doing good, partner," I continued. "Really good. Better than you were a few months ago."

Robbie looked over at me, and I could see the gratitude in his expression even though he didn't say anything for a moment. The Webb case had broken something in both of us, but Robbie had gotten the worst of it with the PTSD, the panic attacks, and Aurora leaving. Watching him come back from that, watching him rebuild his relationship and his mental health, had been one of the few genuinely good things to come out of the past year.

"Thanks," Robbie said finally. "Means a lot coming from you."

"You'd do the same for me," I said, because it was true and because our partnership had always been built on that foundation of mutual support and trust.

"Already have," Robbie pointed out. "Multiple times. Including that thing in Santo Domingo with the Challenger."

"We don't talk about the Challenger," I said, and Robbie laughed.

The MBLIS headquarters came into view as I took the exit off the highway. The new building gleamed in the afternoon sun and looked nothing like the old structure that had been destroyed during the Foundation attack. Diane had rebuilt it with better security and better equipment, and she'd turned it into something that actually reflected the quality of work we did instead of looking like a government building from three decades ago.

I pulled into the parking garage and found a spot near the elevator, killing the engine and climbing out while Robbie gathered his notes from the airport interviews.

"You think Price really found El Serpiente's compound?" Robbie asked as we walked toward the elevator.

"If anyone could pull location data from a propaganda video, it's Price," I said. "She cracked the Foundation's entire digital infrastructure during the Golden Book case. Finding a compound in Colombia through video analysis is probably a normal Tuesday for her."

The elevator doors opened, and we stepped inside, both of us settling into the familiar rhythm of partnership and investigation that had carried us through dozens of cases over the years. The Blue Heaven operation was big and involved multiple agencies, but it was also exactly the kind of work we were good at.

The doors opened to the bullpen, and I could see the entire team already gathered in the conference room through the glass walls. Diane was at the head of the table while Price and Rivers presented something on the wall screen. We headed in that direction, ready to hear what intelligence had been discovered and what the new strategy would be.

This case was about to shift from defensive investigation to offensive operation, and I was ready for it.
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MUÑOZ

PortMiami sprawled before them like an industrial city. Massive container ships lined up at the docks while cranes moved in synchronized patterns, loading and unloading cargo that would eventually spread across the entire country. Muñoz stood near the port authority building, watching the operation with Birn beside her, both of them waiting for Nina Gosse to finish coordinating with port security before they could start their assessment.

"This is a logistical nightmare," Birn said, gesturing at the rows of containers stacked six high and stretching as far as they could see. "Thousands of containers move through here every day. Finding drugs in this would be like finding a specific grain of sand on a beach."

"That's why we have FBI task forces and drug-sniffing dogs," Muñoz replied, watching a container ship being unloaded. "And manifests and inspection protocols and all the infrastructure designed to catch exactly this kind of smuggling."

Nina Gosse emerged from the port authority building. She had that particular combination of professional frustration and determined competence that Muñoz recognized from working with her on previous cases. It was the expression of someone who was doing everything right and still not getting results.

"Hey, guys," Nina said, shaking hands with both of them. "Thanks for coming down. I know Diane briefed you on what we've been doing here, but I wanted you to see the operation firsthand so you understand the scope."

"Absolutely," Muñoz replied. "Please, lead the way."

She led them back into the port authority building and up to a control room overlooking the entire facility, with monitors showing security feeds from dozens of cameras positioned throughout the complex. The scale was genuinely impressive, and they watched the container traffic flowing in constant motion while port workers and automated systems coordinated the movement of goods that represented billions of dollars in international commerce.

"We've been running intensive inspections," Nina said, pulling up data on one of the monitors. "Random containers have been opened and searched, manifests have been cross-checked with actual contents, and drug-sniffing dogs have been deployed throughout the facility. We've been specifically targeting shipments from Colombia and other South American countries, looking for any discrepancies or suspicious patterns."

"And?" Muñoz asked, though she could already guess the answer from Nina's tone.

"Nothing," Nina said flatly. "We've found some minor customs violations, a couple of instances of mis-declared goods to avoid tariffs, but no drugs and no indication of organized trafficking. Everything appears to be legitimate."

Birn moved closer to the monitors, examining the security feeds. "What about Colombian shipments specifically? Coffee, flowers, produce, anything that could be used as cover for smuggling?"

"All flagged and tracked," Nina said, pulling up shipping manifests on another screen. "We've inspected dozens of containers from Colombian exporters. Coffee beans, cut flowers, textiles, fresh produce, all of it documented and verified. Recipients are real businesses with established import histories. The paper trail is clean."

Muñoz had the sense that they were missing something obvious, but couldn't quite see what it was. "Can we review the manifest database? Look for patterns or anomalies that might not be obvious from individual inspections?"

"Already set you up in the IT office," Nina said, gesturing toward a door at the back of the control room. "Full access to our shipping records and inspection logs. Port IT staff is standing by if you need help with the database queries."

They spent the next two hours reviewing digital records with the port's IT specialist, a woman in her fifties who knew the shipping manifest system better than anyone and could pull data faster than most people could think. Muñoz and Birn worked through Colombian shipments from the past six weeks, cross-referencing arrival dates with the Blue Heaven distribution timeline and looking for anything that might indicate smuggling hidden within legitimate cargo.

The records were exactly what Nina had described: legitimate businesses importing legitimate goods with proper documentation and established histories. Coffee importers received coffee beans, florists received cut flowers, textile companies received fabric, and restaurants received produce. Everything was tracked cleanly from origin to destination with customs documentation and inspection records that showed the cargo matched the manifests.

"This is all clean," Birn said after they'd reviewed the third dozen shipment records. "Either the smuggling is so sophisticated that it's invisible to standard inspection methods, or it's not coming through the port at all."

Muñoz leaned back in her chair and rubbed her eyes, feeling the strain of staring at shipping data for two hours straight. "We should interview dock workers. See if anyone's observed suspicious activity that didn't make it into official reports."

"Sure," Birn readily agreed, but his eyes told Muñoz he had doubts.

They spent another hour talking to longshoremen and port workers, asking about unusual shipments, attempted bribes, or anything that seemed out of place in their normal routines. The interviews were consistent and unhelpful, with everyone reporting that they were doing their jobs normally and hadn't seen anything suspicious. The union leadership was cooperative and professional, offering full access to their membership and insisting that the workforce was clean.

By the time they finished the interviews and returned to the control room, Muñoz was ready to admit that PortMiami was another dead end. Nina was waiting for them with coffee and the expression of someone who'd already reached the same conclusion long ago.

"If it's coming through here, it's so well hidden we can't find it," Nina said, handing them both cups. "More likely it's not coming through traditional port operations at all. Whatever method El Serpiente's using, it's not standard shipping channels."

"Which leaves us back at maritime smuggling," Muñoz said, accepting the coffee and taking a sip. "Coast Guard's catching boats, but those are decoys. Real shipments are getting through somehow using a different method."

Birn had moved to the windows overlooking the port, watching container operations continue their mechanical dance. "Coast Guard's catching expensive boats with real drugs on them. Millions of dollars' worth, according to the interdiction reports."

"But the smuggler said those are decoys," Muñoz added, following his train of thought. "Which means they're willing to sacrifice millions in product just to keep the Coast Guard distracted."

"So if they're spending millions on decoys," Birn said, turning back to face them, "the real shipments must be worth tens of millions. Maybe more. The scale of this operation is massive, way bigger than just flooding Miami streets with a new drug."

"This is cartel-level operations," Nina said quietly. "A professional smuggling network with serious backing and long-term planning. The decoy boats alone represent an investment that most organizations couldn't afford."

Muñoz's phone rang before she could respond, and she pulled it out to see Linda Reyes calling from the Coast Guard. She answered on speaker so Birn and Nina could hear the update.

"Lieutenant Commander Reyes," Muñoz said. "What've you got?"

"Another interdiction about an hour ago," Linda said, and Muñoz could hear frustration in her voice. "Speedboat running south from Key Largo, two operators, cargo hold full of waterproof packages. Initial field test shows the same inconclusive results as all the previous busts, and it's physically identical to the Blue Heaven busts. Street value approximately two million dollars."

"That's the fifth one this week," Birn said. "And according to the intel from that overheard conversation, still just a decoy."

"Yeah, that's what's killing me," Linda said. "We're catching boats carrying millions in actual product, which should feel like progress, but knowing it's an intentional sacrifice just to distract us means we're playing exactly into their strategy. The real shipments are getting through while we're busy congratulating ourselves on these seizures."

"Any patterns in the interdictions?" Nina asked. "Timing, locations, anything that might tell us what we're missing?"

"We're analyzing it now," Linda said. "But so far, it just looks like random smuggling runs. Different locations, different times, different operators. No obvious connection except they're all carrying Blue Heaven."

"Keep us updated," Muñoz said. "And let us know if you identify anything that looks like the actual smuggling method instead of more decoys."

"Of course," Linda replied.

She ended the call and looked at Birn, who was already thinking the same thing she was. They'd ruled out airports if Marston's recent text was accurate, ruled out traditional port shipping, and the Coast Guard was catching decoy boats but missing the real operation. Whatever method El Serpiente was using to bring drugs into Miami, it was sophisticated enough to stay invisible while millions of dollars in product flooded the streets.

"We need to figure out the water angle," Birn said. "If it's not container ships, and it's not the speedboats the Coast Guard's catching, what's left?"

"Private vessels, fishing boats, recreational craft," Muñoz listed. "Submersibles, maybe, or underwater drone delivery. Could be using legitimate maritime traffic as cover, hiding shipments on vessels that have no idea they're carrying contraband."

"Or it could be something we haven't thought of yet," Birn added. "Something new."

Muñoz was about to suggest they head back to headquarters and coordinate with the rest of the team when her phone rang again, this time with Diane's number. She answered immediately.

"Director," Muñoz said.

"Price found El Serpiente's location in Colombia," Diane said without preamble. "Medellín region, a specific compound identified through video analysis. I need you and Birn back at headquarters immediately for a full team briefing. The operation's about to go international."

"Port's clean," Muñoz reported. "FBI's done everything right, but nothing's coming through traditional shipping. We were just discussing alternative maritime methods."

"Discuss it at the briefing," Diane said. "The entire case has changed. Get back here now."

The line went dead, and Muñoz looked at Nina, who was already pulling up something on her phone, probably the same alert about the Colombia compound that Diane had just referenced.

"Looks like your case just expanded," Nina said. "Colombia raid means DEA involvement, international task force, possibly military coordination. This is going to get complicated fast."

"It was already complicated," Birn said. "Now it's just complicated with better intelligence."

They thanked Nina for her cooperation and headed back to their SUV in the port's visitor parking area. Muñoz climbed into the driver's seat while Birn settled into the passenger side, both of them comfortable with the partnership dynamic that had fully restored itself over the past few weeks. The tension from the Lifestyle Killer case and the fracture that followed had healed completely, leaving them with the easy communication and professional efficiency they'd always had.

"Just like old times," Birn said as Muñoz pulled out of the parking lot and headed toward downtown Miami.

"Better than old times," Muñoz corrected. "You're happier now, more balanced. Marny's good for you."

"Yeah, she really is," Birn agreed, and Muñoz could hear the contentment in his voice. "Long distance is hard, but we're making it work. Five-year plan's still on track."

"Good," Muñoz said, navigating through port traffic toward the highway. "You deserve to be happy. We all do." She snorted good-naturedly. "And a five-year plan sounds exactly like you."

"Hush." He laughed in response.

They drove in comfortable silence for a few minutes, both of them processing what they'd learned at the port and what it meant for the investigation. The maritime angle was definitely the right direction, but they still didn't know the specific method El Serpiente was using to bring drugs into Miami. The decoy boats were working exactly as intended, keeping the Coast Guard busy while the real operation continued undetected.

"You think Price really found his compound?" Birn asked.

"If Diane says she found it, she found it," Muñoz replied. "Price doesn't make mistakes with this kind of analysis. If she identified a location in Colombia through video forensics, that's where El Serpiente filmed his propaganda."

"Which might also be where he's operating from," Birn said. "Or at least one of his primary facilities. Taking that down would seriously damage his organization."

"If we can coordinate an international raid and actually pull it off," Muñoz said. "Colombia's not exactly eager to have American law enforcement running operations on their soil. DEA might have jurisdiction for drug cases, but it's still complicated politically."

The MBLIS headquarters came into view as they took the downtown exit. The new building reflected the afternoon sunlight in a way that made it look almost futuristic compared to the older structures around it. Muñoz pulled into the parking garage and found a spot near the elevator, killing the engine and grabbing her notes from the port investigation.

"Ready for whatever Price found?" Birn asked as they walked toward the elevator.

"Always," Muñoz said, hitting the button and waiting for the doors to open. "Let's go see what kind of international incident we're about to create."
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BISHOP

Miami General Hospital's emergency department had the particular kind of controlled chaos that was expected of one of the busiest trauma centers in South Florida. April Bishop stood near the nurses' station with Baker beside her, both of them waiting for Dr. Ellie Smith to finish with a patient before she could brief them on the overdose cases that had been flooding the ER for the past six weeks.

"Busy place," Baker observed, watching a trauma team rush past with a gurney carrying someone who looked like they'd been in a serious car accident.

"It's Miami," Bishop said. "Always busy. But according to the director, the Blue Heaven cases are straining their resources beyond normal capacity."

Dr. Smith emerged from one of the treatment rooms looking exhausted. She was in her forties, wearing scrubs that had definitely seen better days, and had the kind of tired determination that Bishop recognized from her own long nights working impossible cases.

"Agents Baker and Bishop," Dr. Smith said once she'd spotted them, shaking hands with both of them. "Thanks for coming. I've been hoping someone would take this seriously. We're drowning in cases, and I don't know how to stop it."

"Well, we're here to figure out what's going on," Bishop replied.

"We're determined to get to the bottom of this," Baker agreed. "Is there a place where we could talk?"

"Absolutely," Dr. Smith assured them. "Follow me."

She led them to a small office that was clearly her workspace, with medical journals and case files stacked on every available surface. Once they were all seated, she pulled up patient records on her computer, as well as charts and graphs showing the increase in overdose admissions over the past six weeks.

"Forty-seven deaths," Dr. Smith said without preamble. "Eighty-nine hospitalizations. Fifty percent mortality rate, even with aggressive treatment, which is unprecedented for synthetic opioids. We've gotten good at saving overdose patients over the past decade, with naloxone, respiratory support, and dialysis, but this drug is different. It kills faster and more violently than anything I've seen before."

"Walk us through the symptoms," Bishop said, pulling out her notebook. "What happens when someone uses Blue Heaven?"

Dr. Smith pulled up a case file, showing the progression of a patient who'd come in three weeks ago and died despite twelve hours of intensive treatment. "Extreme paranoia within minutes of use. Patients become violent immediately, requiring physical restraints. They're hallucinating, seeing things, and feeling crawling sensations on their skin. We've had patients try to claw their own skin off because they think things are burrowing into them."

Baker shifted uncomfortably beside her, and Bishop could understand why. The description was genuinely disturbing, the kind of death that was psychologically traumatic beyond just the physical symptoms.

"Physiologically, we see a rapid decline," Dr. Smith continued. "Organ failure begins within two to four hours of ingestion. Kidneys shut down first, then the liver, then cardiovascular collapse. We hit them with everything we have, dialysis and respiratory support and cardiac medications, but half of them die, anyway. The ones who survive often have permanent organ damage."

"What about the victims?" Bishop asked. "Any patterns in demographics or background?"

Dr. Smith pulled up a spreadsheet showing patient information. "Range of ages from sixteen to fifty-four. Various socioeconomic backgrounds, though skewed towards younger and lower-income individuals. Geographic clustering is visible if you map the cases, starting in coastal neighborhoods like South Beach, Key Biscayne, and Coconut Grove, then spreading inland over the past few weeks."

Bishop made notes while Baker pulled out his phone and started creating a digital map of the incidents. The coastal concentration was significant, supporting the theory that drugs were entering through maritime routes and spreading from those entry points.

"Can we get copies of these records?" Baker asked. "With proper warrants and patient privacy protections, obviously."

"Already prepared," Dr. Smith said, handing over a flash drive. "Everything's anonymized and cleared through our legal department. Dates, locations, symptoms, outcomes. If it helps you stop more people from dying, use it however you need."

"Thank you," Bishop replied as she took the flash drive. "We will bring this back to headquarters and compare it to our other data."

"Hopefully, it helps," Dr. Smith said. She looked mostly defeated, but Bishop caught the hope in the doctor's eyes.

The trio talked for a few more minutes before parting ways. They then thanked Dr. Smith and headed back to their MBLIS-issued SUV, both of them quiet as they processed what they'd just learned. The mortality rate was genuinely alarming, and the symptoms suggested El Serpiente had designed a drug that was as psychologically traumatic as it was physically lethal. The snake hallucinations were clearly intentional branding, turning every death into a demonstration of his power and reach.

"Miami PD next," Bishop said, sliding into the driver's seat. "Detective Cruz is expecting us."

"Sounds good," Baker replied.

The police headquarters was across town, and they spent the drive reviewing the medical data Dr. Smith had provided. The geographic pattern was becoming clearer with each additional data point, concentric circles spreading inland from coastal neighborhoods in a way that suggested systematic distribution rather than random dealing.

Detective Raymond Cruz was waiting for them in the homicide division, a veteran cop in his fifties who looked like he'd seen too many drug deaths over his career and was tired of watching the body count increase.

"Agents Baker and Bishop," Cruz said once he'd escorted them to his office, gesturing for them to sit. "You're here about the Snake cases."

He had case files spread across his desk, including forty-seven murder investigations, all connected to Blue Heaven overdoses. He took his seat on the opposite side of the desk and looked at them expectantly, clearly ready to jump right into the matter at hand.

"That's right," Baker said. "Director Ramsay said you've been tracking the deaths and might have intelligence on the distribution network."

Cruz nodded and pulled up a map on his computer showing crime scene locations scattered across Miami-Dade County. "Forty-seven deaths in six weeks, all of them from this new synthetic. Multiple violent incidents related to drug use, including users attacking paramedics and family members before they died. The paranoia hits so fast that people don't realize they're in trouble until they're already dangerous."

"The medical examiner mentioned the hallucinations," Bishop said. "Seeing snakes specifically."

"Yeah, it's consistent across every case," Cruz confirmed. "Survivors describe the same thing: serpents crawling on them or burrowing into their skin. Psychological torture on top of the physical symptoms. Whoever designed this drug wanted it to be memorable and terrifying."

"What about dealer intelligence?" Baker asked. "Any information on who's distributing at street level?"

Cruz flipped through his notes. "Street dealers describe new suppliers moving into their territories. Guys with Colombian accents, not the usual Miami dealer networks. New organization offering better product at better prices, undercutting established dealers until they either join up or get pushed out. Classic cartel expansion strategy."

"Free samples?" Bishop asked. Unfortunately, that was standard practice for building addiction and a customer base.

"Initially, yeah," Cruz said. "First couple of weeks, dealers were giving away samples at clubs and parties, getting people hooked before they started charging. Now they're raising prices because demand is established and people are already addicted. One use is apparently enough to create physical dependency."

Bishop made notes while Baker continued mapping incident locations on his phone.

"We need to interview some survivors," Bishop said. "Get firsthand accounts of how they acquired the drug and what the dealers looked like."

"Sure thing," Cruz replied.

The detective made some calls, and within a few minutes, he'd arranged for them to meet with a survivor who was at Coral Gables Hospital recovering from organ damage. They finished their discussion with him, and after thanking him for his time and assistance, they parted ways and drove over to the medical center where the patient was being treated, a nineteen-year-old college student named Diego who'd nearly died from a single dose he'd bought at a South Beach nightclub three weeks ago. This hospital was a bit farther from the hub of the drug activity they'd seen so far, and Bishop wondered idly what had brought Diego up to Coral Gables instead of to Miami General like the majority of the cases.

The drive up to Coral Gables was pretty uneventful, and they met with a nurse who led them over to the wing where Diego was staying. When they found Diego in his room, he was waiting for them expectantly. They introduced themselves, and Bishop conducted the interview while Baker took notes, asking Diego to describe the circumstances of his purchase and the dealer who'd sold him the drug. The story was exactly what they'd expected: a new dealer at the club who wasn't part of the usual scene had offered him what he thought was cocaine or molly, but turned out to be Blue Heaven. Diego had permanent kidney damage and was facing months of treatment, traumatized by an experience that had nearly killed him.

"Did the dealer have an accent?" Bishop asked gently. "Anything distinctive about how he spoke?"

"Colombian, I think," Diego said, his voice still weak from the medical ordeal. "Not Miami Cuban, different accent. He was new to the club; I'd never seen him before. Gave me a free sample the first time, said it was the best thing I'd ever tried. Nearly killed me."

They finished the interview and let Diego rest, both of them heading back to their SUV with additional confirmation that the distribution network was exactly what Cruz had described. Colombian suppliers were moving into Miami with a new product, building a customer base through free samples and aggressive pricing, and expanding territory systematically from coastal neighborhoods inland.

Baker had his laptop open in the passenger seat, creating a comprehensive map of all the overdose incidents from the past six weeks. The pattern was unmistakable now, clear concentric circles spreading from South Beach, Key Biscayne, and Coconut Grove, the three primary coastal neighborhoods where the first deaths had occurred.

"Every indicator points to water entry," Baker said, studying the map. "Coastal neighborhoods hit first three to four weeks ago, spreading inland in a logical expansion pattern. This supports everything we know about maritime smuggling."

"Right," Bishop replied. "Now we need to figure out how they're actually bringing it in."

They spent the rest of the drive back to headquarters discussing the evidence they'd collected and how it fit into the bigger investigation. Bishop's phone rang as they pulled into the MBLIS parking garage, and Diane's number appeared on the display. She answered on speaker so Baker could hear.

"Director Ramsay," Bishop said.

"Price found El Serpiente's location in Colombia," Diane said without preamble. "Medellín region, specific compound. I need you and Baker back at headquarters immediately for a full team briefing. We're coordinating an international operation."

"We've mapped the distribution network," Bishop reported. "A clear pattern shows coastal entry and systematic inland expansion. Medical examiner confirms fifty percent mortality rate, survivors describe Colombian dealers, everything supports water-based smuggling through methods the Coast Guard hasn't identified."

"Bring your analysis to the briefing," Diane said. "This is about to become a multi-national operation involving DEA and Colombian authorities. Get up here now."

"We're already here," Bishop assured her. "Be right up."

The line went dead, and Bishop pulled into a parking spot near the elevator. Baker was already gathering his laptop and notes, organizing the evidence they'd collected into a coherent presentation.

"Colombia raid," Baker said as they headed toward the building. "That's a significant escalation."
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DIANE

The conference room was packed with every available agent, with support staff clustered around the edges while the primary team occupied seats at the main table. Diane stood at the head with satellite imagery displayed on the wall screens behind her, showing a compound in mountainous terrain that looked more like a military installation than a drug lord's estate. The energy in the room was focused and professional. Everyone understood that what came next would be significantly more dangerous than a routine investigation.

"Price found El Serpiente's compound," Diane said without preamble, pulling up the satellite imagery so everyone could see it clearly. "Colombia, outside Medellín. Multiple buildings, a security perimeter, a vehicle compound, and a helicopter pad. DEA has been watching this location for three months."

She clicked to the next image, a closer view showing the compound's layout in detail. The main mansion was three stories with what appeared to be basement levels, surrounded by additional structures that suggested serious operational capacity. Guard towers were visible at regular intervals along the perimeter wall, and thermal imaging showed heat signatures consistent with significant personnel presence.

"Agent Trevor Kinney from DEA's Bogotá office is joining us via video conference," Diane continued, pulling up the video feed on one of the secondary screens. "He's been coordinating Colombian operations for fifteen years and has intelligence on this compound that's critical to our mission."

Kinney appeared on screen, a man in his late forties with the weathered look of someone who'd spent too much time in hostile territory. He was in what looked like a secure office, the background deliberately nondescript to avoid revealing location details.

"Director Ramsay, MBLIS team," Kinney said, his voice professional and clipped. "Good to coordinate with you on this. The compound you're looking at is a suspected operational hub for the man known as El Serpiente, which we believe is Mateo Vargas. We estimate forty to fifty armed personnel on site at any given time, all of them former military or paramilitary with serious training. Security is sophisticated, surveillance systems throughout, and the local police are compromised, so we can't trust them with operational details."

"Compromised how?" Muñoz asked from her seat near the front.

"Paid off, threatened, or both," Kinney said flatly. "Colombian National Police have a raid scheduled on this compound the day after tomorrow at oh-eight-hundred, which we believe is deliberately designed to give Vargas advance warning. If we're going to hit this location and actually get useful intelligence, our window is tight. Tomorrow night or the next morning, predawn, before CNP tips them off."

Diane pulled up another slide showing El Serpiente's profile, compiled from DEA intelligence and Colombian sources. "Mateo Vargas, age forty-two, former Colombian special forces with a dishonorable discharge twelve years ago. Started a small drug operation that expanded rapidly, particularly over the past eighteen months. He's not in a traditional cartel structure. He built his organization from scratch using modern technology and professional military tactics."

"Tell them about his reputation," Kinney said from the video screen, and Diane could hear something in his voice that suggested genuine concern.

"Known as El Serpiente for his execution methods," Diane continued, pulling up documentation that she'd deliberately kept vague because the actual details were disturbing enough without visual aids. "He keeps an extensive exotic snake collection and feeds enemies to pythons, anacondas, and other constrictors. He videos the executions and posts them online as warnings. He also uses crocodiles, piranhas, and other predators. He terrorizes both rival cartel members and civilian populations."

The room was quiet, everyone processing what that meant about the kind of person they were dealing with. This wasn't some businessman running a criminal enterprise from a safe distance. This was someone who personally participated in torture and murder.

"His Miami operation is structured with five to six major lieutenants running semi-independent cells," Diane said, pulling up organizational charts that DEA had compiled. "Distribution, enforcement, money laundering, and logistics are all separated for security. Taking down one cell doesn't stop the others. The organization is designed to survive leadership losses. It's sophisticated and redundant in ways that traditional cartels aren't."

"Do we know where Vargas actually is?" Ethan asked. "Is he at the compound or somewhere else?"

"Unknown," Kinney said from the video screen. "He's extremely mobile, rarely stays in one place for long, uses body doubles occasionally, and is paranoid about security. He might be at the compound, he might be in Miami, or he might be somewhere else entirely. That's part of what makes him dangerous. We can't reliably track his location."

Diane let that sink in for a moment before continuing. "Which brings us to our strategy. This is a three-phase operation designed to dismantle El Serpiente's organization systematically instead of just arresting random dealers and hoping we get lucky."

She pulled up the operational plan, outlining each phase clearly. "Phase One is the Colombia raid. The objective is intelligence gathering, not arrest. We hit the compound before corrupt Colombian National Police tip them off, capture high-value targets for interrogation, seize documents and electronics, and obtain details on the Miami network structure. Names, locations, operational details, everything we need to identify his lieutenants and their operations. If there's production capability on site, we destroy it. This is primarily an intelligence operation."

"Phase Two is Miami network dismantlement," Diane continued. "We use the intelligence from Colombia to identify Miami targets and conduct systematic raids on the network structure. We work through the organization level by level, each operation revealing the next target. We dismantle distribution, enforcement, money laundering, and logistics cells. We isolate El Serpiente by destroying his organization's capability to function."

"Phase Three is El Serpiente himself," Diane said, meeting the eyes of her team. "He's the final target after his network falls. Once isolated without organizational support, we track and capture him. He's the final boss, not the first target. We don't go after him until we've destroyed his ability to operate."

She paused to let the strategy settle, watching her team process the approach and start thinking tactically about execution. This was what they were good at—systematic investigation and coordinated operations—and she could see the professional assessment happening as the agents mentally worked through the logistics.

"Primary team deployment," Diane said, pulling up assignments. "Marston and Holm, you're the Colombia team. Muñoz and Birn, you're Colombia team. Four agents, full tactical deployment. This will be your first international operation together since Italy."

She saw Robbie straighten slightly in his seat. Ethan's expression didn't change, but she knew he was already running through equipment lists and tactical considerations. Muñoz and Birn exchanged a glance that suggested they were already coordinating mentally about the approach.

"Baker and Bishop, you remain in Miami," Diane continued. "Continue tracking the entry method, prepare for Phase Two operations, and coordinate with local agencies. Once we get intelligence from Colombia, you'll be ready to move on Miami targets immediately."

Baker nodded, already making notes on his tablet about coordination protocols. Bishop was doing the same, both of them professional enough to understand that staying in Miami was just as important as deploying to Colombia.

"Price and Rivers, remote support," Diane said. "Communications and intelligence, real-time data analysis, hacking, and electronic warfare as needed. You'll be our coordination hub and technical backbone."

"Got it," Price replied.

"Lieutenant Reyes maintains Coast Guard operations," Diane added, nodding toward Linda, who was standing near the back of the room. "Increase presence and patrols, continue catching decoy boats, and keep looking for the real smuggling method. Support Phase Two operations when we shift to Miami raids."

Linda nodded in response.

"Nina Gosse coordinates FBI resources," Diane said. "Federal support, international cooperation, financial tracking. She's our liaison for anything that needs Bureau authority or resources."

She pulled up the compound layout on screen, showing the satellite imagery with DEA annotations marking different sections. "The compound has a main mansion, three stories with basement levels. The east wing is the exotic animal compound where he keeps the snakes, crocodiles, and other predators. The west wing is the guard barracks and armory. The north section is a converted barn that we suspect is a production facility. The south section is a vehicle compound with luxury cars, trucks, and armored vehicles. The central courtyard has the helicopter pad."

"Perimeter is concrete walls with guard towers and surveillance cameras," Diane continued. "We estimate forty to fifty armed guards, all of them former military or paramilitary with professional training. This is not a soft target."

She could see the team absorbing the tactical reality, understanding that this was going to be a genuine combat operation. No one looked surprised or concerned, just focused and calculating.

"Equipment authorization," Diane said, pulling up the logistics list. "Full tactical gear, encrypted communications, night vision and thermal imaging, breach equipment, medical supplies. MBLIS jet for transport, cover story is DEA coordination mission. The Colombian government is aware at the highest levels only, to allow for plausible deniability if the operation goes wrong."

The entire room was completely focused on the director as she spoke.

"Timing," Diane said, checking her watch. "Wheels up oh-six-hundred tomorrow morning. Flight time four hours, arrival Bogotá ten-hundred local time. Meet with DEA, coordinate final details, recon the compound from eighteen-hundred to twenty-two-hundred. Raid at oh-four-hundred the next day, predawn, before corrupt CNP conducts their raid at oh-eight-hundred."

She pulled up the mission objectives, prioritizing them clearly. "First priority is securing intelligence on the Miami network. Second is capturing high-value personnel for interrogation. Third is obtaining documents, computers, and communications equipment. Fourth is destroying production facilities if present. Fifth is minimizing casualties on both sides if possible. Sixth is extracting safely with the intelligence we need."

A few heads nodded in acknowledgement around the room.

"What success looks like," Diane said, meeting each team member's eyes, "is getting names and locations of Miami lieutenants, operational structure details, financial information, communication networks, and distribution methods. Everything we need to dismantle the Miami operations completely."

The room was quiet, everyone understanding the stakes and the risks. Diane didn't try to minimize the danger or pretend this was a routine operation.

"Risks," Diane said flatly. "We're operating on foreign soil with limited backup options against a professional enemy force. If this goes wrong, the team is isolated, and the Colombian government will deny knowledge of the operation. This could become an international incident. It's a dangerous mission with high stakes, and I need everyone to understand that before we commit."

She looked at Robbie specifically, remembering his PTSD, the Italy rescue, and everything he'd been through in the past year. "Holm, are you ready for this? International operation, combat likely."

"I'm ready, Diane," Robbie said without hesitation, and Diane saw Ethan nod slightly in confirmation.

"He's ready," Ethan added, and Diane trusted that assessment. Ethan knew his partner better than anyone.

She pulled up the final briefing slides, with logistics and coordination details that the team would need to review before departure. "Tommy Two-Times is here, and he's been utilizing his own network to help us out. He continues monitoring social media for threats, aggregating tips about Miami distribution, and watching for cartel response. He'll coordinate with cyber crimes and with Baker and Bishop while the team is in Colombia."

A few glances were exchanged and eyebrows raised at that news, but no one said anything.

"Questions?" Diane asked, looking around the room.

"Rules of engagement?" Muñoz asked. "Are we authorized for lethal force if necessary?"

"Standard federal rules of engagement apply," Diane said. "Defend yourselves and each other, but this is an intelligence operation, not an assassination mission. We want prisoners who can give us information, not bodies that can't talk."

"Extraction plan if things go sideways?" Birn asked.

"DEA has a backup helicopter on standby," Kinney said from the video screen. "If you need emergency extraction, we can be on site in fifteen minutes. The Colombian military is aware of the operation at the command level and will provide support if absolutely necessary, but that's a last resort only."

"Communications with Miami during the operation?" Baker asked.

"Encrypted satellite link through Price and Rivers," Diane said. "Real-time coordination, but understand that if we're in active combat, communication might be sporadic. Use your judgment and trust the team on the ground."

She looked around the room one more time, seeing the determination and focus that made her confident they could actually pull this off. They'd been through hell together over the past year, but this was what they were trained for. This was the work they were good at.

"Get rest tonight," Diane said. "Wheels up at oh-six-hundred. Pack for forty-eight to seventy-two hours minimum. Say your goodbyes. This is what we do. Let's do it right."

The team stood, professional and unified, already shifting into mission mode. Diane watched them file out of the conference room. Some headed to their desks to gather materials, and others headed straight for the exits to go home and prepare.

Through the conference room windows, she could see Marny Clovis still in the bullpen, waiting for Birn with an expression that suggested she knew something serious had just been decided. Birn would have to tell her he was deploying to Colombia for a dangerous raid shortly after she'd arrived in Miami to be with him, and Diane didn't envy him that conversation.

Diane turned back to the video screen where Kinney was still connected. "Agent Kinney, I'll have my team coordinate directly with you once we're on the ground in Bogotá. Anything else we should know before we commit to this?"

"Mateo Vargas is the most dangerous target I've tracked in fifteen years with DEA," Kinney said seriously. "He's smart, ruthless, and willing to do things that other cartel leaders won't consider. The exotic animal executions aren't just psychological warfare; they're a demonstration that he genuinely enjoys. If your team encounters him directly, don't underestimate how violent he's willing to get."

"Understood," Diane said. "We'll be prepared."

She ended the video conference and started gathering the briefing materials, compiling everything into a mission packet that the Colombia team would review during the flight. Her phone buzzed with a text from Nina Gosse confirming FBI support and coordination for both the Colombia raid and the subsequent Miami operations. The woman had been on the phone on speaker in the room listening in, and Diane was glad she'd been able to join them. Diane sent back an acknowledgement and added Nina to the communication chain that would keep all agencies informed during the mission.

The office had mostly cleared out, but Diane could see Tommy Two-Times at one of the empty desks across the bullpen, still aggregating social media tips and monitoring cartel chatter. It reminded her why she'd authorized his involvement despite his unconventional methods. She'd kicked him out of the conference room so she could gather the team, but he'd settled in well at a desk for the moment.

She pulled up the mission timeline one more time, verifying that everything was coordinated properly and that backup plans existed for every contingency she could imagine. Wheels up at oh-six-hundred, arrival in Bogotá at ten-hundred local time, coordination with DEA through the afternoon, recon that evening, and raid at oh-four-hundred the next morning. It was a tight timeline, with high stakes and a limited margin for error.

This was the kind of operation that could go very right or very wrong with almost nothing in between, and Diane knew she was sending her best agents into genuine danger on foreign soil with limited support. If things went sideways, extraction would be complicated, and the political fallout could be severe. But the alternative was letting El Serpiente continue flooding American streets with a drug that had already killed forty-seven people and showed no signs of slowing down.

Diane closed her laptop and headed for her office to finalize authorization paperwork. The mission was approved at the highest levels, the cover story was established, and plausible deniability was in place if necessary. Her team was professional and capable, equipped and trained for exactly this kind of operation, and she trusted them to execute the plan effectively.

Tomorrow morning, four of her agents would board a jet to Colombia and conduct a raid on a heavily fortified cartel compound. Twenty-four hours after that, they'd hopefully have the intelligence needed to dismantle El Serpiente's Miami network completely. And within the week, they'd either have the cartel leader in custody or his organization destroyed to the point where he couldn't operate.

It was a good plan, professionally conceived and tactically sound. Now they just had to execute it without getting anyone killed.


11




The MBLIS jet touched down at El Dorado International Airport in Bogotá just after ten in the morning local time. I looked out the window at the Andes mountains rising in the distance and thought about the fact that somewhere in those foothills was a cartel compound we'd be raiding in less than twenty-four hours.

DEA was waiting for us on the tarmac in two black SUVs with tinted windows. It was the exact kind of nondescript government vehicle appearance that screamed "federal agents trying not to look like federal agents." We deplaned with our gear, going through the minimal customs process that came with having diplomatic cover, and within fifteen minutes, we were loaded into the vehicles and heading away from the airport.

Agent Trevor Kinney was driving the lead SUV with me in the passenger seat and Robbie and Muñoz in the back, while Birn rode in the second vehicle with additional DEA personnel. Kinney looked exactly as he had on the video conference, weathered and experienced with a familiar cynical professionalism.

"Welcome to Colombia," Kinney said, navigating through Bogotá traffic with the ease of someone who'd done it a thousand times. "You're either brave or stupid to come here."

"Little of both," I said, watching the city pass by outside the window. Bogotá was bigger than I'd expected. Its modern buildings were mixed with colonial architecture, and its traffic chaos made Miami look organized.

"We're heading to a safe house in the Chapinero district," Kinney continued. "Fortified, but appears normal from the outside. Communications equipment and a tactical operations center are set up. We'll brief there and coordinate final details before recon tonight."

"Sounds good to us," I replied as I continued to take in the scenery.

The safe house turned out to be a nondescript building that looked like any other residential structure in the neighborhood, but I could see the security measures once we got inside. The reinforced doors, bulletproof windows, and communications equipment had definitely cost a pretty penny.

Kinney led us to a makeshift conference room where another man was waiting. He was in his mid-thirties and wearing a Colombian National Police uniform. He looked both determined and haunted in a way that made me immediately curious about his story.

"This is Captain Javier Mendoza," Kinney said, gesturing to the man who stood to shake our hands. "Colombian National Police, and before you ask, no, he's not corrupt. He's one of maybe three people in CNP we can actually trust, and he's risking his career and his life to help with this operation."

Mendoza shook hands with each of us, his grip firm and his expression serious. "Agents Marston, Holm, Muñoz, Birn. Thank you for coming. El Serpiente has done terrible things to many people, but what he did to my family makes this personal for me."

There was something in the way he said it that made me pay closer attention, and Kinney pulled up a photo on one of the monitors. It was a family portrait, showing Mendoza with a beautiful woman and two young girls, maybe six and nine years old, all of them smiling at the camera like they had no idea what was coming.

"Eighteen months ago," Mendoza said quietly, staring at the photo. "My wife and daughters. El Serpiente fed them to his pythons on video as a message to other police officers who might consider working against him. I have the video, but I will not play it. I cannot watch it again."

The room went very quiet, all of us understanding immediately why Mendoza was willing to risk everything to help take down El Serpiente's operation. This wasn't just professional duty or law enforcement cooperation. This was a personal vendetta mixed with a genuine desire for justice. The man seemed to have nothing left to lose.

"He took everything from me," Mendoza continued, his voice barely controlled. "I will take everything from him. Or I will die trying."

I saw the pain in his expression and understood the motivation, but I also saw the danger. A revenge-driven ally might be reckless. He might take unnecessary risks or make decisions based on emotion instead of tactical necessity. But we needed his local knowledge and his intelligence on the compound, and sometimes you worked with what you had instead of what you wanted.

"I'm sorry for your loss," I said, because it needed to be said, even though words were inadequate. "We'll get him. Not just for you, but for everyone he's hurt."

Mendoza nodded, seeming to appreciate the acknowledgment, and Kinney moved the briefing forward by pulling up current intelligence on the compound.

"Ground situation," Kinney said, pointing to satellite imagery on the main screen. "Corrupt CNP has a raid scheduled for tomorrow at oh-eight-hundred. Multiple officers on El Serpiente's payroll will call ahead and tip off the compound before they arrive. The target will flee or be gone, CNP will find nothing and close the case. Standard corruption playbook that we've seen a dozen times."

"Which means we have tonight only," Muñoz said, already thinking tactically. "Recon this evening, raid predawn tomorrow before the corrupt raid happens."

"Exactly," Kinney confirmed. "Four-hour window maximum. Tight timeline, high pressure, and if we miss it, El Serpiente's organization goes underground, and we lose our chance."

He pulled up updated satellite imagery from that morning, showing the compound in detail with thermal overlays indicating activity levels. "Location is forty-five kilometers outside Medellín in the foothills of the Andes. Remote but accessible, two approach roads, one main and one service. The nearest town is fifteen kilometers away, and locals are terrified, so they won't talk to authorities."

The thermal imagery showed high activity levels, with multiple vehicles arriving and leaving, and what looked like a large shipment being prepared in one of the buildings. This wasn't a quiet hideout waiting to be raided. This was an operational hub that was currently active, with production or distribution happening in real time.

"Security assessment," Kinney continued, pulling up surveillance data. "Forty to fifty armed personnel confirmed through surveillance, all of them former military or paramilitary. Well-trained, well-armed, rotating guard shifts every four hours. Roving patrols with dogs, surveillance cameras throughout the perimeter. This is military-level security, not typical cartel operations."

I looked at the layout and felt the familiar assessment process kick in. I identified approach vectors and vulnerability points while simultaneously calculating how badly outnumbered we were going to be. Six of us against forty to fifty professional soldiers were not good odds, even with the element of surprise.

"Walk us through the layout," I said, and Kinney pulled up detailed architectural data that Mendoza had apparently compiled.

"The main mansion is three stories with basement levels," Kinney said, pointing to the central structure. "Offices and living quarters, communications center suspected on the second floor. High-value targets are likely located here: the administrative personnel who run the operation."

"East wing is the animal compound," Mendoza added, his voice hardening slightly. "Exotic snake collection including pythons, anacondas, and vipers. Crocodile pond with multiple large animals. Piranha tanks. Other predators. This is where he conducts executions. Warning to your team: the enclosures are not well-secured. If there is a firefight, the animals could escape."

That was a complication I hadn't considered. I made a mental note to brief the team about staying clear of the east wing unless absolutely necessary.

"West wing is barracks," Kinney continued. "Housing for the security force, armory, training facility. Thirty to forty personnel are housed here at any given time. This is where the bulk of the fighting force sleeps and operates from."

"North building is the production facility," Kinney said, pointing to a converted barn structure. "Chemical smells detected during surveillance; suspected drug production. High-value target for destruction, even if we don't capture personnel."

"South section is a vehicle compound," Kinney added. "Luxury cars, trucks, armored vehicles, possible extraction vehicles for the target. Helicopter pad with one helicopter visible on satellite. Could be used for escape if they're warned in advance."

"Perimeter is twelve-foot concrete walls with four guard towers," Mendoza said, pulling up the security data. "The main gate is heavily reinforced, and the service gate on the east side is less secure. A drainage system runs under the compound and might provide an infiltration point, though it would be tight and dangerous."

I studied the layout while Robbie asked about known personnel, and Muñoz started calculating approach options.

"Known personnel," Kinney said, pulling up profiles. "Carlos Ruiz, known as El Martillo, is the head of security and former Colombian special forces. Antonio Vega handles financial operations and is suspected of having direct Miami connections. Marina Perez coordinates logistics and manages distribution networks. Multiple lieutenants and operators whose identities are unknown."

"And El Serpiente?" I asked, though I already suspected the answer from the way Kinney had been talking.

"We don't think he's there," Kinney said, confirming my suspicion.

"What?" I said, feeling frustration rise despite understanding the tactical reality.

"He's paranoid, rarely stays in one place, and uses body doubles occasionally," Kinney explained. "Moves constantly between Miami, Colombia, Venezuela… anywhere his operation reaches. This is his headquarters, but that doesn't mean he's home."

"So we're raiding his compound, but he's not there," Muñoz said flatly.

"Correct," Kinney said. "But his people are there, and they have the intelligence you need. Capture them, interrogate them, seize their documents and communications, and learn the Miami network structure. Then you can systematically destroy his organization and isolate him as the final target."

Robbie looked at me, and I could see him working through the same calculation I was. This wasn't about capturing El Serpiente today. This was about getting the intelligence to dismantle his operation piece by piece until he had nowhere left to hide.

"So we capture his lieutenants, and they tell us about the Miami network," Robbie said.

"That's the plan," Kinney confirmed.

The briefing continued for another hour, covering equipment provisions, backup plans, and extraction procedures. The Colombian military was lending additional gear, including night vision, thermal imaging, breach charges, and medical supplies. Communications would run through encrypted satellite links back to Miami, where Price and Rivers would monitor and coordinate.

"Recon plan," Kinney said, pulling up the timeline. "Eighteen-hundred hours, we move to observation position. Eighteen-hundred to twenty-two-hundred, we surveil the compound and confirm intelligence. Twenty-two-hundred, we return here and finalize the raid plan. Oh-two-hundred, we deploy for the raid. Oh-four-hundred, we breach the compound. Oh-six-hundred is extraction, before corrupt CNP arrives at oh-eight-hundred."

"Backup and extraction?" Birn asked.

"Colombian military providing air support if needed," Kinney said. "Emergency helicopter extraction if the mission goes wrong. But plausible deniability is required, as MBLIS is officially not here. If you're captured, the Colombian government will deny knowledge of the operation."

I felt Robbie tense slightly beside me at the mention of being captured, and I knew he was thinking about being buried alive and all the PTSD that had come from that experience. But his voice was steady when he spoke.

"Understood," Robbie said. "High risk, high stakes, limited backup. We've done worse."

Kinney divided us into teams for the raid: Alpha Team, which included me and Robbie, hitting the main mansion to capture high-value targets, and Bravo Team, which included Muñoz and Birn, taking the production facility and vehicle compound. Kinney and Mendoza would provide overwatch and coordinate extraction, giving us six total against forty to fifty, which were terrible odds but workable with surprise and superior tactics.

"Communication with Miami," I said, wanting to confirm the coordination plan.

"Price and Rivers are online monitoring," Kinney confirmed. "Baker and Bishop are standing by for Miami operations once you transmit intelligence. Tommy Two-Times is tracking social media for threats or cartel responses. Lieutenant Commander Reyes is coordinating the Coast Guard, which apparently intercepted another decoy boat this morning."

Everything was in place; the plan was solid, and the team was ready. I looked around the conference room at the people I'd be going into combat with in less than twelve hours and felt the familiar combination of confidence and concern that came with high-stakes operations.

"Get some rest," Kinney said, checking his watch. "Eat, check your gear, prepare mentally. Eighteen-hundred, we move for recon. Tomorrow, before dawn, we'll hit them hard. Questions?"

Nobody had questions, or at least none that needed asking right now. We were professional soldiers preparing for a raid on foreign soil against a numerically superior enemy force, and everyone understood what that meant.

The briefing broke up, and we dispersed to different areas of the safe house. I found Robbie checking equipment in one of the back rooms, and I knew he was using the process to calm his mind.

"You good?" I asked, leaning against the doorframe.

"Yeah," Robbie said without looking up from his gear. "I'm good."

I watched him for a moment, looking for signs of the tremor or hesitation that had been there after the Sexton case, but his hands were steady, and his expression was calm. Therapy and time had worked, Aurora had worked, and my partner was genuinely ready for this operation.

Across the hall, I could see Birn looking at his phone with a slight smile, and when Muñoz walked past, he showed her the screen. "Marny says she loves me and to be safe."

"Aww, she's sweet," Muñoz said, the partnership between them much more comfortable and healthy now.

"Yeah, she really is," Birn agreed.

Muñoz's phone buzzed, so she checked it, then smiled slightly. "Baker says to bring each other back."

"He worries," Birn said.

"He cares," Muñoz corrected. "That's good."

I left them to prepare and found a quiet corner to think about Tessa in Zimbabwe and the Dragon's Rogue mystery waiting for us when we got home. I had to make sure this operation went smoothly and that we all came back alive. The team was in a good place, healthier than we'd been in months, and I wanted to keep it that way.

I went to text her, but when I looked, my phone already had a text from Tessa sent hours ago, probably from when I'd first told her about the Colombia deployment. "Be careful. Come home safe. I love you."

I texted back, "Always. Love you too," and put the phone away, focusing on the mission ahead instead of the life waiting for me back home.

At eighteen-hundred hours, we loaded into our vehicles and headed toward the observation position Mendoza had identified, leaving the safe house behind and moving into operational mode. The recon would tell us if the intelligence was accurate and the raid was feasible, and tomorrow, before dawn, we'd find out if we could actually pull this off.

Kinney was driving again with me in the passenger seat, and as we left Bogotá behind and headed into the foothills, he glanced over at me.

"Get some rest if you can while we drive over," Kinney said. "Tonight, we see what we're really dealing with. Tomorrow we go to war."

I nodded and settled back in the seat, watching the Andes mountains grow larger as we approached, thinking about the compound hidden somewhere in those foothills. El Serpiente had built a fortress and filled it with professional soldiers. He'd created an operation sophisticated enough to flood Miami with deadly drugs while avoiding detection, and now we were going to tear it all down.
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BIRN

The two vehicles left the DEA safe house at eighteen-hundred hours, traveling separately to avoid drawing attention if they were spotted on the road. Kinney drove the lead SUV with Ethan and Robbie, while Mendoza took the second with Muñoz up front and Birn in the back seat. Both vehicles had Colombian military plates as cover in case they were stopped, the story being a routine security patrol that had nothing to do with American federal agents conducting reconnaissance on a cartel compound.

Birn watched the countryside pass by outside the window as they left Bogotá behind and headed into the foothills of the Andes. The scenery was beautiful in the fading evening light, the tropical vegetation mixing with the mountain terrain, but the poverty was visible in the small towns they passed through. Cartel influence was everywhere if you knew what to look for, like graffiti marking territory, and fearful looks from locals who knew better than to talk to anyone who might be law enforcement. It was a silent complicity born of fear, the kind of thing that made Birn understand why Mendoza was willing to risk everything to take down El Serpiente's organization.

The drive took ninety minutes, and the winding roads climbed into the mountains as the sun set and darkness fell across the landscape. They approached the observation position from the north, parking both vehicles in a dense grove of trees that provided cover, and moved on foot to an abandoned farmhouse that overlooked the compound from about eight hundred meters distant.

Kinney and Mendoza set up surveillance equipment while the MBLIS team took positions at different windows, spreading out to get multiple angles on the target. Birn found himself at the east-facing window with Muñoz beside him, both of them using long-range optics to examine the compound as it came into view below them.

"Bigger than I expected," Muñoz said quietly, adjusting her scope to get a better look at the perimeter walls.

Birn had to agree. The satellite imagery had shown the layout, but hadn't quite captured the scale or the level of fortification visible now that they were looking at it directly. Concrete walls at least twelve feet high, topped with razor wire, surrounded the entire compound, and guard towers at each corner had visible personnel manning positions. Bright security lighting illuminated the perimeter, and the main gate looked like it could stop a truck.

"This is a fortress," Birn said, pulling out his thermal imaging equipment to scan for heat signatures.

The compound was showing high activity levels even at this hour, with vehicles coming and going through the main gate and personnel moving between buildings with purposeful organization. This wasn't a relaxed hideout waiting to be raided, but a professional operation preparing something significant, probably the shipment that the satellite imagery had detected that morning.

Birn started documenting guard patterns. The perimeter patrol rotated every thirty minutes, with four guards making complete circuits of the walls. Tower guards changed every two hours based on what Mendoza had observed previously, and there were two teams with dogs conducting roving patrols that overlapped coverage to prevent gaps.

"Main gate has four permanent guards," Mendoza said from his position at the thermal imaging station. "Service gate on the east side has two. Professional discipline is visible in their movements. These are not amateur thugs. They're trained soldiers."

Birn switched to thermal imaging and started counting heat signatures, methodically working through each building to estimate total personnel. The main mansion showed eight to twelve signatures clustered on the second and third floors, probably administrative staff working late. The barracks had more than thirty signatures concentrated in the sleeping quarters. The production building showed four to six signatures still active, and the vehicle compound had two.

"Total estimated at forty-five to fifty personnel," Birn reported. "Matches intelligence."

He focused the thermal imaging on the main mansion, trying to identify which rooms might contain the high-value targets they were after. Lights were visible on the second and third floors through windows, and communications antennas on the roof confirmed that this was the command center, the heart of El Serpiente's operation.

The animal compound on the east side was visible even in darkness, with large glass enclosures that looked designed for viewing, probably so El Serpiente could watch his executions in comfort. A pond was visible near the enclosures, likely the crocodile habitat Mendoza had described, and a separate building probably housed the snake collection. Birn saw motion near the enclosures and couldn't tell if it was guards, animal handlers, or something else.

The production facility was a converted barn with industrial ventilation visible on the roof, and even at eight hundred meters, Birn could detect faint chemical smells when the wind shifted in their direction. Active work was happening inside, based on the lights and the movement visible through the windows, confirming this was the drug production lab.

The vehicle compound showed multiple luxury cars, at least fifteen visible, along with several trucks and one armored vehicle that looked like it could take some serious punishment. The helicopter sitting on the pad might be armed based on its configuration, creating multiple escape options if the raid went wrong and El Serpiente's people tried to flee.

At twenty-hundred hours, Birn observed the guard shift change and documented the transition for future reference. The handoff was professional and efficient. The new guards took positions while the old guards departed, creating a brief window of vulnerability that lasted maybe two to three minutes. A similar transition would happen at oh-four-hundred when they planned to breach, giving them the opening they needed.

"Entry point should be the service gate," Birn said, comparing the security at different access points. "Two guards versus four at the main gate, closer to both the mansion and the production facility. The drainage system provides a covert approach if we can access it."

"Agreed," Ethan said from his position at the north window. "Simultaneous breach: Alpha team takes the mansion, and Bravo takes the production facility. Support provides overwatch and coordinates an extraction."

They spent the next two hours refining the plan, documenting every detail of the compound's layout and operations while Mendoza provided context from his previous surveillance. The timing solidified around the oh-four-hundred guard shift change, using the brief vulnerability window to breach through the service gate while creating a distraction at the main gate.

Birn was reviewing his notes on the production facility when Muñoz grabbed his arm suddenly, pointing toward the compound perimeter. One of the roving dog patrols was heading in their direction, and the animals were pulling at their leashes like they'd caught a scent.

"Dogs," Muñoz said quietly, her voice tight. "The wind shifted. They might have our scent."

Kinney killed the lights in the farmhouse immediately, and everyone dropped low and moved away from the windows. Birn could hear the dogs barking now, and handlers called to each other in Spanish as they investigated the area around the abandoned farmhouse. The team had to split up. Ethan and Robbie moved to the west side while Muñoz and Birn took the east. Kinney and Mendoza stayed with the equipment and tried to pack it quickly without making noise.

Birn found cover behind an old stone wall, Muñoz beside him with her weapon drawn and ready. The dogs were getting closer, their barking louder, and Birn could see flashlight beams sweeping through the darkness as the handlers searched the area. His heart was pounding hard enough that he worried they might hear it, and every muscle was tensed and ready to fight if they were discovered.

A guard passed within three meters of Birn's position, close enough that Birn could hear him breathing and see the details of his tactical vest. One of the dogs was sniffing in their direction, pulling toward the stone wall, but the handler yanked the leash and said something in Spanish that Birn's limited understanding translated roughly as "probably a wild animal, let's go."

The guards moved on, their flashlight beams sweeping away toward the south, and Birn let out a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding. That had been way too close, the kind of near miss that could've blown the entire operation if the dog had been more insistent or the handler more curious.

They regrouped at the observation post once the patrol had moved away, everyone checking in quietly to confirm no one had been spotted. The close call had rattled them slightly.

"Tomorrow's raid will be violent," Ethan said quietly, voicing what everyone was thinking. "These aren't amateurs who'll surrender when we show up with badges. This is going to be a fight."

Everyone accepted that assessment without argument because the reconnaissance had confirmed what the intelligence suggested. They were going up against a professional security force that outnumbered them ten to one, on foreign soil with limited backup, and the only advantage they had was surprise and superior tactics.

By twenty-two-hundred hours, they'd confirmed everything they needed to know. The layout matched all the intelligence, including the fact that El Serpiente himself wasn't visible anywhere, supporting the theory that he was absent from the compound.

They prioritized intelligence targets based on what Mendoza and Kinney knew about the organization. Antonio Vega, who handled financial operations, was high priority because he likely had direct Miami connections. Logistics coordinator Marina Perez was equally important. Carlos Ruiz, the security chief, would be valuable to capture if possible, though he'd probably fight to the death rather than surrender. Any computers, phones, or documents they could seize would contain the network structure they needed.

The extraction plan relied primarily on stealing vehicles from the compound itself, using the enemy's own transportation to get away before the corrupt CNP raid arrived at oh-eight-hundred. A secondary option was a Colombian military helicopter if things went very wrong, and the emergency fallback was cross-country extraction on foot, which nobody wanted because it would be slow and dangerous.

They left the observation post at twenty-two-thirty hours and drove back to Bogotá in quiet contemplation, everyone processing what they'd seen and mentally preparing for what would happen in less than six hours. Birn found himself thinking about Marny back in Miami, probably worried sick despite trying to be supportive, and he sent her a quick text saying he loved her and would call tomorrow when the operation was complete.

Back at the safe house just after midnight, they conducted final gear checks with the type of redundant attention to detail that saved lives in combat situations. Birn loaded ammunition, checked his weapon systems, tested communications equipment, and distributed medical supplies to everyone's tactical vests. They were all carrying trauma kits because casualties were expected, and Birn wanted to make sure everyone could provide emergency treatment if someone went down.

Kinney reviewed the plan one more time, answering final questions and discussing contingencies until everyone knew their role completely. "This is going to be loud and violent," Kinney said, his tone matter-of-fact. "Accept that reality now, so it doesn't surprise you tomorrow. We get in, get what we need, and get out. Don't be heroes; be professionals."

At oh-one-hundred, they were supposed to try sleeping, but Birn knew none of them would sleep well. The adrenaline was already building; their minds were running through tactical scenarios and what-if planning, and their bodies were preparing for combat whether they wanted to or not. Birn lay on a cot in one of the back rooms and thought about Marny, thought about the team, and thought about everything that could go right or wrong in the next few hours.

He wasn't scared exactly, more hyperaware and focused in the way that came before dangerous operations. This was what he'd signed up for when he became a federal agent, the kind of work that occasionally required going into hostile territory and fighting people who would kill him without hesitation if given the chance. The fact that it was happening on foreign soil against a cartel instead of in Miami against domestic criminals didn't change the fundamental nature of the job.

Across the room, he could see that Muñoz was also awake and staring at the ceiling, probably thinking similar thoughts. Their partnership had fully restored itself over the past few months, the tension from the Lifestyle Killer case completely resolved, and Birn was grateful to be going into combat with someone he trusted completely.

At oh-two-hundred, an alarm went off somewhere in the safe house, the sound jolting everyone out of whatever half-sleep they'd managed to achieve. Kinney's voice came through the darkness, calm and professional.

"Time to gear up. We hit them in two hours."
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We moved through the darkness toward the compound at oh-three-forty-five. Our full tactical gear and night vision turned the predawn landscape into shades of green and black. Radio silence meant hand signals only. The four of us spread out in a loose formation as we approached the drainage system access point that Mendoza had identified during his surveillance.

The drain was exactly where he'd said it would be, a concrete culvert about four feet in diameter with water flowing through it that was about ankle depth. Two hundred meters through that tunnel would bring us inside the compound walls, bypassing the perimeter security and putting us in position to breach at oh-four-hundred during the guard shift change.

I looked at Robbie, checking to make sure he was okay with the enclosed space and the water and all the things that might trigger his PTSD. He met my eyes through the night vision and nodded once, steady and focused. I believed him because he'd proven himself in Italy, and he was proving himself now.

We entered the drain single file, with me leading and Robbie right behind, both of us moving quickly through the flowing water while trying to stay quiet. The space was claustrophobic and dark, even with night vision. The concrete walls were close enough to touch on both sides, but Robbie's breathing stayed controlled behind me, and his movements stayed professional.

Two hundred meters felt like two miles, but we made it through without incident and emerged inside the compound perimeter at oh-three-fifty-five. We split immediately; Muñoz and Birn headed toward the production facility while Robbie and I moved toward the mansion's rear service entrance. Guards were visible in the distance, but none of them were looking in our direction. Their attention was on the shift change that was just beginning at the guard towers.

We reached the mansion service door at exactly oh-four-hundred, just as the new guards were taking positions and the old guards were heading back to the barracks. I placed an explosive charge on the lock while Robbie covered me with his weapon ready, both of us counting down silently.

Three, two, one.

The explosion blew the door inward with a sharp crack that echoed across the compound, and I threw a flashbang through the opening before entering with my weapon up and ready. The interior was a kitchen area with two guards sitting at a table eating, both of them disoriented from the flashbang and reaching for weapons that were too far away to help them.

I put two rounds into the first guard center mass, and Robbie took the second with the same precision, both of them dropping before they could raise an alarm beyond what the explosion had already done. The compound alarm was blaring now, the element of surprise completely gone, but we'd expected that and planned for it.

We moved through the ground floor toward the stairwell, heading for the second-floor offices where the high-value targets would be located. Three guards came down the stairs to respond to the breach, and the stairwell turned into a close-quarters firefight that was all chaos and muzzle flashes.

Robbie took down the lead guard with controlled bursts. I got the second one as he tried to return fire, and the third guard retreated back up the stairs while shooting wildly behind him. We took cover and returned fire until he went down, then pushed up the stairs toward the second floor while the sounds of dozens of guards responding echoed from the barracks below.

"We have five minutes, maybe less," I said, checking the hallway as we reached the second floor.

"Let's go," Robbie replied, already moving down the hall.

The second floor was a hallway with four doors, with lights visible under three of them, indicating occupied spaces. I could hear guards pouring out of the barracks below, the building filling with enemy personnel who would come up those stairs in force within minutes.

The first office we breached had two administrative personnel with no weapons. Their hands went up immediately. Robbie zip-tied them while I grabbed the laptop and phone from the desk and stuffed documents into my tactical pack without taking time to read them. This was about speed over precision.

Once that was done, we moved on to the next door. The second door was locked, so I kicked it in, revealing Antonio Vega behind a desk, reaching for a pistol.

"Don't!" I shouted, and he froze, smart enough to realize he'd lost the draw before it even started.

"Antonio Vega, you're under arrest," I said as Robbie secured him with zip ties.

"You're dead," Vega said, his voice calm despite the circumstances. "All of you."

I grabbed two computers from his desk and three phones, then blew open the safe in the corner and stuffed everything into my pack. This was the financial operations office, exactly what we'd come for, and Vega was a high-value prisoner who could tell us everything we needed to know about the Miami network.

The hallway was getting dangerous. Guards were storming up the stairs with automatic weapons and pushing us back with sustained fire. We took cover in the office and returned fire to hold them back, but we couldn't stay long, or we'd be overrun.

We made a run for the third office, which also needed to get kicked in, but once inside, we found Marina Perez, the logistics coordinator, who opened fire the moment we breached the door. We shot back immediately, expecting the attack since she'd had more time to prepare. She did not hold back on ammo, and neither did we. The firefight destroyed half the furniture and both computers, the bullets shredding everything in the room while we tried not to get killed. Robbie flanked her position and put a round through her leg, dropping her screaming to the floor, and we secured her with zip-ties despite the injury.

"Where's El Serpiente?" I asked, but Marina just laughed through the pain.

"You'll never find him," she said. I grabbed her phone and laptop before moving to the fourth office.

The communications center had a reinforced steel door that required a breach charge. Robbie covered me while I set it up, and the explosion blew it inward, revealing radio equipment, computers, and maps covering every wall. Two operators were inside, and they surrendered immediately, which was smart because we would've shot them otherwise.

"Download everything," I told Robbie, who was already plugging USB drives into the computers and running the hacking software that Price had provided. The automated programs started pulling data while the next wave of guards reached the top of the stairs and started pushing into the hallway with overwhelming firepower.

Someone threw a grenade, and I shouted "Down!" half a second before it exploded.

The blast filled the hallway with debris and smoke. My ears rang. We were trapped up here with high-value prisoners and intelligence that was still downloading. Guards were between us and the ground-floor exit. We had no good options for extraction.

"We have what we came for," I said, checking my ammunition count and realizing we were running low. "But we're trapped up here."

Robbie looked at the window, then at me. "We rappel down; we're sitting ducks in the courtyard."

"We stay here, we're dead," I replied. "We jump."

I deployed the fast-rope from my tactical gear and secured it to the window frame, then went first with Vega bound and dragged along, whether he cooperated or not. Robbie covered from the window with suppressing fire while I rappelled down the exterior wall. The moment I hit the ground, guards in the courtyard spotted us and opened fire.

I returned fire while Robbie rappelled with Perez, who was screaming from her leg wound, both of us using the vehicles in the courtyard as cover while dozens of guards converged from multiple directions. The two operators were still in the building because we couldn't carry them, but we had Vega and Perez, and that was enough.

The courtyard turned into a war zone, and we sustained gunfire from every angle while we fought our way toward the vehicle compound where Bravo Team was supposed to be. I could see the production facility burning in the distance, black smoke rising into the predawn sky. That meant Muñoz and Birn had completed their objective and destroyed the drug lab.

Stray bullets were hitting everything, including the animal compound on the east side, and some glass enclosures shattered, releasing the exotic snakes that El Serpiente kept for executions. I saw an eighteen-foot python grab one of the guards and drag him down. The man screamed while his colleagues panicked.

More enclosures were damaged, and pythons, boas, and other constrictors escaped into the compound, adding another layer of chaos to the firefight. Guards were shooting at snakes, shooting at each other in panic, and shooting at us while trying to avoid being grabbed by animals that could crush a human being to death.

"Stay away from the snakes!" I shouted to Robbie, who was dragging Perez through the chaos while returning fire.

"No kidding!" he replied, putting rounds into a guard who got too close.

We pushed toward the vehicle compound with Vega as dead weight. He refused to cooperate, and Perez was barely mobile due to her leg wound. My tactical vest absorbed several rounds; the impacts were brutal but not penetrating, and I could see Robbie taking hits too, but managing to stay on his feet.

The vehicle compound came into view with Muñoz and Birn visible in defensive positions. The production facility was fully engulfed in flames behind them, and multiple guards were down around their position. They were in the middle of their own firefight, surrounded by thirty-plus guards and running low on ammunition, just like we were.

"Alpha pushing to link up!" I called over the radio, breaking the silence because stealth was long gone and coordination mattered more.

"Bravo here, we see you!" Muñoz replied, laying down covering fire while we ran the last fifty meters to their position.

We combined forces at the vehicle compound, four agents with two prisoners, surrounded by guards who were regrouping for another assault. My ammunition count was critical, and Robbie's wasn't much better. All of us probably carried enough intelligence to dismantle El Serpiente's entire organization, but we needed to survive long enough to get it back to Miami.

"We're stealing their cars," Muñoz said, pointing at some of the luxury vehicles in the compound. Three of them were running with the doors open, and it was clear they'd been started by either Muñoz or Birn before we'd gotten there.

"I'll take the Lamborghini," I decided. "Robbie takes the Range Rover with prisoners, and Muñoz and Birn take the Ferrari. Kinney and Mendoza are coming down from overwatch in their vehicle."

"Sounds good," Birn replied.

We all got into our assigned vehicles as quickly as we could. The Lamborghini had bulletproof windows, which was the only reason I picked it, and the Range Rover was armored and spacious enough to fit two prisoners.

The Ferrari crashed through the service gate as guards opened fire from multiple positions. The rest of us fell in behind it. The vehicles took damage, but moved fast enough that most rounds missed or glanced off armored panels. I could see pursuit vehicles starting up behind us, trucks full of guards who weren't going to let us just drive away with their prisoners and intelligence.

The sun was starting to rise over the Andes as we raced away from the compound in a convoy of stolen luxury cars, with guards pursuing in trucks and firing automatic weapons at our rear. Kinney and Mendoza's vehicle joined us from the overwatch position, making it six of us total in four vehicles running a high-speed escape through the Colombian mountain roads.

"We got them!" I shouted into the radio, adrenaline making everything sharp and clear. "We got the intelligence!"

I pushed the Lamborghini faster after the lead car, my engine screaming as we took a curve at speeds that probably violated several laws of physics. Behind me, I could see Robbie in the Range Rover keeping pace with the two prisoners in the back seat.

But the pursuit was heavy, the extraction point was still twenty kilometers away, and the guards were gaining on us. This was far from over.
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MUÑOZ

The explosive charge on the production facility door detonated at exactly oh-four-hundred, the same moment Alpha Team was breaching the mansion on the other side of the compound. Muñoz entered with her weapon up while the two guards at the entrance were still turning toward the sound, both of them going down before they could raise their rifles.

The interior of the converted barn was a massive drug-production operation. Industrial chemistry equipment filled the space, and workers in protective gear scrambled to react to the breach. One guard was positioned near the back and was already opening fire. Muñoz dropped behind a stainless steel table while Birn moved to flank from the opposite direction.

Chemical hazards were everywhere. Tanks and containers held substances that would probably explode or release toxic fumes if hit by stray rounds, which meant they couldn't just spray the room with automatic fire. Muñoz waited for a clear shot while the guard used the equipment as cover, then Birn took him down from a side angle with two controlled bursts.

The workers surrendered immediately, hands going up while they begged in Spanish not to be shot. Muñoz zip-tied all four of them while Birn secured the perimeter, both of them working quickly because the compound alarm was blaring and guards would be responding in force within minutes.

"Look at this," Birn said, gesturing at production logs spread across a desk near the chemistry station. "This is their entire operation documented."

Muñoz started stuffing documents into her tactical pack, photographing chemical formulas and equipment configurations that would tell the DEA exactly how the drugs were being manufactured. The finished product was visible in hundreds of kilo packages, white powder in waterproof bags ready for shipment, and packaging materials showing Miami addresses throughout the city.

"This is the distribution hub for the entire Miami operation," Muñoz said, finding manifests that listed names and addresses and delivery schedules. "Everything we need to dismantle the network."

"We can't carry all the drugs," Birn replied, already setting incendiary charges around the facility. "We destroy the production capability and take the intelligence."

He placed charges near chemical accelerants that would turn the entire barn into an inferno, setting the timer for five minutes to give them time to clear the area before the explosion. Muñoz grabbed the last of the critical documents, and they exited the production facility, moving toward the vehicle compound where they'd need transportation for extraction.

The vehicle compound had eight to ten guards defending it, all of them using luxury cars as cover and opening fire the moment Muñoz and Birn came into view.

Birn went left while she went right, creating crossfire that forced the guards to choose which threat to address, and they picked them off methodically while working toward the vehicles they'd need for escape.

"Need keys or hot-wire capability," Birn called out, checking several vehicles and finding them locked.

"Working on it," Muñoz replied, finding keys in a Range Rover and securing it while Birn started hot-wiring a Ferrari as backup transportation. She moved on to the Lamborghini after leaving the documents she'd acquired in the Range Rover, never losing sight of the guards.

They were still taking fire, and as much as she wanted to leave, they couldn't take off without Ethan and Robbie. Muñoz rounded the Lamborghini and met back up with Birn in a show of force, and they returned fire. The combat was moving them closer to the animal compound on the east side, where Muñoz could see a large pond with warning signs in Spanish and multiple crocodiles visible in the water. One guard took position near the fence, using it for cover while firing at her position, and Muñoz returned fire with controlled bursts.

She hit him in the shoulder, and he stumbled backward against the fence, which broke immediately because it was either poorly maintained or poorly designed. The guard fell into the pond with a splash, and the crocodiles responded instantly.

Muñoz watched in brief horror as multiple large crocs attacked simultaneously. The guard was screaming and thrashing while blood turned the water dark. The feeding frenzy was brutal and quick. Other guards backed away from the pond in panic, and Muñoz pushed the image aside and kept fighting, taking down another guard who was too distracted by the crocodile attack to notice her flanking position.

More personnel were responding to the compound-wide alarm. Dozens of guards converged on the production facility and vehicle compound from the barracks. Bravo Team was outnumbered and needed Alpha Team to find them before they were completely overrun.

The timer on the incendiary charges hit zero, and the production facility exploded in a massive fireball. Secondary explosions from the chemicals turned the entire barn into an inferno that sent a shockwave across the compound. Muñoz went down from the blast wave, ears ringing and vision blurred, but Birn pulled her to her feet, and they kept moving back toward the vehicles.

"Production capability destroyed," Birn said into the radio. "Mission accomplished."

Now all they needed was for the other agents to catch up. The fire was spreading to the nearby buildings, and the chaos was giving them the cover they needed to survive. Muñoz saw Alpha Team fighting through the courtyard in the distance. Ethan and Robbie dragged two prisoners behind them as they headed toward the vehicle compound.

"Alpha pushing to link up!" Ethan's voice came through the radio.

"Bravo here, we see you!" Muñoz replied, laying down covering fire while they ran the last fifty meters.

The four agents combined at the vehicle compound with two prisoners in tow. Three of the vehicles were ready, engines running and doors open, but they still had to keep it together long enough to get in and drive away.

They loaded the prisoners into Robbie's Range Rover as the guards advanced from all sides. The final compound firefight became desperate as ammunition ran low and the enemy force pressed their advantage.

"Time to go!" Ethan shouted, climbing into the Lamborghini while laying down suppressing fire.

Muñoz lined up the Ferrari with the service gate, which was partially destroyed from their entry, but still had enough structure to require crashing through. She floored the accelerator, and the Ferrari shot forward, smashing through the remaining gate while guards opened fire from multiple positions.

The armored panels held despite taking hits, and then they were through and racing away from the burning compound.

"Bravo, status?" Ethan's voice came through the radio.

"Mobile, intact, have intelligence," Muñoz reported, checking the mirrors to confirm all vehicles had made it through the gate.

"Production destroyed?" Ethan asked.

"Confirmed," Muñoz said, looking back at the inferno consuming the barn structure. "It's gone."

"Prisoners secure?" Birn asked.

"Affirmative," Ethan confirmed. "Vega and Perez are in custody."

"Good," Muñoz said. "Let's get the hell out of here."

Kinney and Mendoza's support vehicle brought up the rear, providing covering fire and coordinating the extraction route with the Colombian military, who had a helicopter on standby if the situation deteriorated further. The rendezvous point was ten kilometers ahead, but the compound guards pursuing in trucks were not giving up easily.

Muñoz pushed the Ferrari faster through mountain roads that were dangerous even in daylight, with hairpin turns and steep grades that required constant attention while the guards fired from their pursuing vehicles. Birn was turned in his seat with his weapon ready, calling out threats as they appeared. He couldn't return fire, not with the other friendly vehicles behind him, but he was ready in case the opportunity presented itself.

"Four trucks behind us," Birn reported. "Armed and determined. They're not letting this go."

"We've got ten kilometers to the extraction point," Muñoz said, taking a curve that made the Ferrari's tires scream in protest.

The mission was a success, but they weren't clear yet. The pursuit was heavy, and the extraction point was still kilometers away. Muñoz knew from experience that operations like this could still go wrong even after the main objectives were accomplished.

"Keep moving!" she called into the radio to the convoy behind her. "We're not clear yet!"

Muñoz tightened her grip on the steering wheel and focused on the road ahead, the professional part of her brain already thinking about interrogating Vega and Perez, analyzing the seized documents, and coordinating the Miami raids that would follow from this intelligence.

But first, they had to survive the next ten kilometers, and that was far from guaranteed.
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Our convoy screamed through the Colombian mountain roads. I had the Lamborghini in second position behind Muñoz's Ferrari, engine roaring as we took curves at speeds that would make professional drivers nervous. In my mirrors, I could see Robbie's Range Rover with the prisoners bouncing through turns. Kinney and Mendoza were providing cover fire behind the Range Rover while guards fired from trucks behind us.

"Sharp right in two hundred meters, cliff drop on the left," Muñoz's voice came through the radio, scouting ahead and calling out hazards before the rest of us hit them.

The Ferrari disappeared around the curve, and I followed. The Lamborghini's handling made the turn feel smooth despite the fact that we were doing ninety on a two-lane mountain highway with a three-hundred-foot drop on one side. Behind me, Robbie took the Range Rover through carefully. The prisoners in the back seat were probably terrified, but I didn't have time to care about their comfort.

Gunfire erupted from the pursuing trucks, and I saw Mendoza lean out the passenger window and return fire, his rifle putting rounds into the lead truck's windshield until the driver lost control and crashed into the rock face with a satisfying crunch of metal and glass.

"Six hostiles remaining," Kinney reported over the radio, his voice tight with concentration as he drove while being shot at.

A local farmer in a pickup truck appeared around the next curve, probably heading to market and definitely not expecting a high-speed chase involving federal agents and cartel soldiers. The Ferrari screamed past him on the left while I took the Lamborghini by on the right, using both lanes and forcing the farmer to pull over with terror visible on his face. The guard trucks ignored him completely, which was the one piece of good luck we'd caught so far.

"Robbie, status?" I called over the radio.

"Vega's struggling against restraints, and Perez is bleeding worse," Robbie replied, his voice strained. "Little help here!"

I dropped back until the Lamborghini was between the Range Rover and the pursuing trucks, using the luxury car's speed and maneuverability to draw fire away from Robbie's heavier vehicle. As I weaved into the other lane and away from the safety of Kinney's SUV, bullets pinged off the Lamborghini's bulletproof windows, spiderwebbing the glass but not penetrating. One of the trucks swerved into the other lane, too, leaving the safety of his group. I returned the favor by brake-checking hard enough to force the truck to swerve.

"Police ahead, looks like a roadblock," Muñoz reported, her voice sharp with recognition.

Two Colombian National Police vehicles were blocking the road. They were clearly corrupt cops on the cartel payroll, trying to stop our convoy before we reached the extraction point. I could see the officers standing beside their cars with their weapons drawn, probably expecting us to slow down and attempt negotiation.

"Corrupt," I said into the radio. "Go through them."

"Copy," Muñoz replied, and the Ferrari accelerated toward the roadblock instead of slowing down.

The cops realized their mistake about two seconds before Muñoz crashed between their vehicles at eighty miles per hour, tearing off both side mirrors and leaving a Ferrari-shaped gap in their roadblock. The police scrambled and started shooting, but our convoy was already following through while the cops dove for cover.

One police car was disabled completely, its front end crumpled from the impact, and the other was trying to join the pursuit but couldn't accelerate fast enough to catch up. That left five enemy vehicles chasing us, three guard trucks and two police cars, all of them determined to either capture us or kill us before we reached extraction.

The road ahead turned into an extreme hairpin, an 180-degree switchback with a sheer cliff drop visible on the outside edge. Muñoz took the Ferrari through like she was competing in a rally race, tires smoking and engine screaming, and I followed Robbie's slower, more clumsy attempt. Kinney's SUV was also slower and heavier, and I watched in my mirror as one of the guard trucks attempted the same turn at too high a speed. The truck lost control and went over the cliff. The screaming metal and engine noise cut off abruptly when it hit the rocks three hundred feet below and exploded.

"Five hostiles remaining," I reported, counting vehicles in my mirror.

Two of the guard trucks were accelerating ahead on a parallel road, trying to flank us and cut off the convoy at the next intersection. Kinney spotted them immediately and called it out over the radio.

"Hostiles attempting a flanking maneuver," Kinney reported.

"I see them," Muñoz said. "Adjusting route."

The Ferrari veered onto an alternate path that avoided the ambush point, and I followed with the rest of the convoy behind me. The guard trucks realized their flanking attempt had failed and tried to rejoin the pursuit, but Birn leaned out of the Ferrari's passenger window with his rifle and put controlled bursts into the lead truck's driver.

The truck swerved violently and crashed into one of the pursuing police cars. Both vehicles rolled to a stop in a tangle of metal while the remaining three hostiles kept coming. We were down to three enemy vehicles, but they were getting more desperate and aggressive, and desperate enemies made stupid decisions that could get us all killed.

A small mountain village appeared ahead, civilians already on the street for market day, and there was no time to slow down or find an alternate route. Muñoz blasted through with the rest of us following, and I watched chickens scatter and market stalls get knocked over while civilians dove out of the way. I saw terror on their faces and felt bad about it, but stopping meant dying, and I wasn't ready to die in a Colombian village.

The enemy convoy followed right behind us, their pursuing fire endangering the civilians who were still scrambling for cover. Mendoza saw it happening, and something in him must have snapped.

"Not here!" Mendoza shouted over the radio. "Not in the village!"

He leaned out and provided heavy suppressing fire that forced the enemy vehicles back, protecting the civilians even while we were running for our lives. One of the guard trucks slowed down to avoid hitting a group of children, and that hesitation cost them when Mendoza put rounds through their windshield and disabled the vehicle completely.

Two enemies remained, both pushing hard as we cleared the village and hit an open, straight stretch. Muñoz opened up the Ferrari, shouting something about hitting one-forty miles per hour, and the Lamborghini kept pace beside her while Robbie lagged behind just a bit. He complained that his Range Rover had maxed out at ninety, and he still had the prisoners bouncing around in the back seat. The remaining guard truck was falling behind, but one of the corrupt police cars was keeping pace and getting aggressive.

The police car pulled up right behind Robbie and started ramming attempts, trying to disable the Range Rover and force it off the road. I could hear Robbie over the radio, dealing with the prisoners who were screaming, and I heard Perez shouting that she needed medical attention.

I dropped back behind Robbie again, putting the Lamborghini between him and the police car. The cops switched targets immediately and started ramming me instead, which was fine because the Lamborghini's engineering could handle impacts that would destroy most vehicles. It also didn't have the prisoners in it, which was a tactical plus.

The police car rammed my rear bumper hard enough to jolt me forward, and I responded by brake-checking suddenly and letting them crash into me at full speed. Their front end crumpled while the Lamborghini's rear took damage but stayed functional, and the police car fell back with smoke pouring from under the hood.

"One hostile remaining," I reported, checking my mirrors to confirm the disabled police car wasn't following anymore.

The extraction point was visible ahead. It was an open field with a Colombian military helicopter already on the ground and soldiers securing the perimeter. We were two kilometers out and almost clear. We just had to survive the final push with a final enemy vehicle still pursuing.

The last guard truck pulled alongside Kinney's vehicle, and guards in the truck bed opened fire directly into Kinney's SUV. The sustained automatic weapons fire tore through doors and windows. I heard Kinney grunt in pain over the radio. Mendoza's voice took over.

"Kinney's hit, I'm driving," Mendoza reported with controlled fury. "Shoulder hit, but he's conscious and returning fire."

Kinney's shots blew out the guard truck's windshield and forced it to swerve. The truck crashed into a tree with enough force to fold the front end, and the guards in the truck bed were thrown clear.

With that, the threat was eliminated, the pursuit was over, and we were clear.

The convoy pulled into the extraction field, all vehicles shot up and damaged but mobile enough to have gotten us here alive. The Colombian military helicopter was already spinning up, the soldiers moving to secure our prisoners and provide medical support.

I climbed out of the Lamborghini and immediately went to check on the team. Kinney had a through-and-through gunshot wound in his shoulder that was bleeding but not life-threatening. Mendoza was applying pressure while the medic pulled supplies from his pack. Perez, however, was critical.

"Status," I said, moving through the team and checking everyone.

"Bruised ribs, minor cuts," Muñoz reported, picking broken glass out of her hair.

"Unhurt," Birn said, though he looked exhausted.

"I'm good," Robbie said, and I believed him because he'd driven like a professional the entire chase despite having PTSD triggers all around him.

Vega was unhurt and angry, still secured with restraints and being loaded into the helicopter along with Perez, who needed immediate medical care. The intelligence was packed and accounted for: three laptops, five phones, countless documents, and USB drives that hopefully contained everything we'd come for.

I pulled out the satellite phone and messaged Diane, needing to report mission success before we started the long journey back to Bogotá.

"Diane, we're clear," I typed.

"Casualties?" Diane asked immediately.

"Minor injuries, everyone alive," I reported.

"Prisoners?" she asked.

"Two high-value, in custody."

"Intelligence?"

"Everything we could carry," I typed, looking at the packs full of documents and electronics. "Production facility destroyed, network exposed, mission success."

"Good work," Diane replied, and even though she wasn't with us, I could still see the relief on her face in my mind's eye. "Get home safe."

The helicopter took off with Kinney and the prisoners, heading for Bogotá and proper medical care, while the rest of us climbed back into the damaged vehicles for the drive back to the safe house.

"Phase One complete," I said into the radio to the convoy. "Now we take down his Miami network."

Robbie's voice came back tired but satisfied. "Let's go home first."

"Agreed," Muñoz added. "I need a shower and about twelve hours of sleep."

We drove toward Bogotá, exhausted and bruised but victorious. This had been our first real international operation as a unified team since so much division had happened, and everyone had performed perfectly. There had been no PTSD breakdowns, no freezing under fire, and no mistakes that got people killed. This had simply been a professional execution of a dangerous mission against a numerically superior enemy on foreign soil, which was exactly what we'd been trained to do.

It felt good to be back to basics, back to work that made sense and objectives we could accomplish. El Serpiente had thought his fortress was impregnable and his organization was untouchable.

He was about to learn that MBLIS didn't give up, and Phase Two was going to hurt him even more than Phase One.
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PRICE

Bailey Price had been awake for eighteen hours straight when the secure video link connected from Bogotá. Her eyes burned from staring at monitors, but she blinked it away to focus on the video connection coming through. Rivers brought her another coffee that she didn't really want, but it contained enough caffeine to keep her functional, so she smiled gratefully at him and took a sip. The digital forensics lab at MBLIS headquarters was her domain, and right now, that domain was about to process the intelligence goldmine that the Colombia team had risked their lives to capture.

"Price, we're connected." Kinney's voice came through the video feed. The DEA agent looked exhausted and sported a bandage on his shoulder from the gunshot wound he'd taken during the chase. "Starting with a physical evidence catalog."

"Ready to receive," Price said, pulling up her analysis software and preparing to document everything the team had seized from El Serpiente's compound.

The haul was impressive even by major operation standards. They'd collected three laptops from Vega's office and the communications center, five phones from various personnel, and USB drives. As Price accepted all the intel, she found production logs, shipping manifests, and financial ledgers that documented years of cartel operations. The USB drives contained full downloads from the communications center, and photographs had been taken of chemical formulas and distribution maps.

"This is incredible," Price said after glancing through all of it. "This is going to take me a while to go through."

"That's good to hear," Kinney replied. "Our two prisoners are both talking to reduce charges and get medical treatment. Want to listen in?"

"Absolutely," Price said.

"Starting with Perez," Kinney said. Price watched the camera bounce around as he walked over to where the prisoners were being held, and she waited as he adjusted the camera to show Marina Perez in an adjacent interrogation room. She was wounded and bandaged, her leg injury from the mansion firefight having been treated by Colombian military doctors, and she looked resigned. "She broke first. She's the logistics coordinator, so she knows the distribution network intimately."

"Right," Price acknowledged.

Price watched through the video feed as the interrogation progressed. Kinney asked questions while Perez provided answers, and Price immediately started cross-referencing with the seized digital evidence. The Miami network structure emerged piece by piece, with six major operations that functioned semi-independently but coordinated to move drugs from the entry point to the street level.

"Distribution hub in Wynwood Arts District," Perez said, her voice tight with pain. "The leader is Hector Salazar, who calls himself El Tiburón. Warehouse disguised as an art storage facility, fifteen to twenty dealers, and eight to ten enforcers. Receives shipments from Victor's logistics operation, breaks product into smaller quantities, and distributes to street dealers throughout Miami." The woman looked like it physically pained her to talk, but it was clearly in her best interest to share the intel.

Price created a target file immediately, flagging it as high priority because this was where drugs actually hit the streets. Rivers pulled up property records for art storage facilities in Wynwood and started narrowing down potential locations based on ownership patterns and recent activity.

"Money laundering operation in Brickell Financial District," Perez continued through gritted teeth. "Claudia Mendez runs it as a legitimate business front in a high-rise office. Five or six financial professionals and a small security team. Handles millions monthly, sophisticated operation washing drug money through real estate and business investments."

Medium priority, Price decided, creating the second target file. Financial disruption mattered, but wasn't as immediately critical as stopping distribution or seizing product.

"Enforcement and security based in Little Havana," Perez said, wincing as she shifted position. "Diego Ortiz, they call him Machete. Auto repair shop as a front, weapons cache in the back. Twenty-plus enforcers, heavily armed, former military and gang members. This is the most violent arm of the operation, the people who protect shipments and eliminate threats."

High priority and extremely dangerous, Price noted. The enforcement team would fight back hard and probably had enough firepower to turn any raid into a war zone.

"Warehouse and logistics in the port district," Perez said. "Victor Kane runs it, receives shipments, stores product, and coordinates transport. Shipping container yard that's partially a legitimate business. Ten to twelve logistics staff, six to eight guards."

Critical priority, Price flagged, because this was where drugs entered Miami, and Victor Kane presumably knew the actual smuggling method that everyone was still trying to identify.

"Street coordination in Overtown," Perez continued. "Jasmine Torres, they call her La Reina. Manages street dealers, controls territory, and maintains local corruption. Multiple safe houses throughout the neighborhood, thirty-plus street dealers reporting to ten lieutenants. Most diffuse operation, embedded in the community."

Medium priority for systematic takedown, Price decided, though eliminating street-level distribution would take time and require coordination with local police.

"Last is the secondary production facility in Homestead," Perez finished. "Dr. Chen Wei, chemist, runs quality control and formula modification. Farm property with a hidden lab, four or five chemists, eight to ten guards. This is backup production in case Colombia goes down."

High priority given that Colombia had gone down, Price noted. Preventing the production from restarting was critical to keeping the supply disrupted.

Price and Kinney listened to Perez some more until it was clear the bulk of the intel had been shared.

"You good?" Kinney asked.

"Yeah, I'm good," Price replied. The camera got shaky again as Kinney left the holding area, and when it settled, she was looking at his face again.

"That's the network structure," Kinney said over the video feed. "Six operations, semi-independent, each can function without the others. Taking down one doesn't stop the rest."

"Systematic dismantlement required," Price said, already building the operations plan in her analysis software. "Take them down in sequence, work through the network level by level."

"Exactly my thoughts," Kinney confirmed. "And the key target is Victor Kane at the warehouse. He knows how drugs are entering Miami. That's what we need most."

"Absolutely," Price agreed. "What about Vega?"

"I can bring you over," Kinney promised.

After another shaky walk back to the holding area, Price switched her attention to Antonio Vega, who was in a separate interrogation room negotiating through lawyers but providing financial intelligence to reduce his charges. He knew the money flow, the bank accounts, shell companies, and real estate holdings that funded El Serpiente's organization, and he confirmed the six operations while providing additional names and addresses that filled the gaps in Perez's information. Price took notes on all of it, and after the video call disconnected, she turned her attention to the rest of the intel Kinney had sent over.

The digital intelligence was even more valuable than the prisoner testimony. Price started with the laptops, breaking the encryption and pulling communications between lieutenants, operational schedules, financial records, personnel files, and distribution maps. The phones yielded text messages from encrypted apps, call logs showed network connections, GPS data revealed location patterns, and contact databases identified dozens of cartel personnel.

The USB drives from the communications center were the real treasure, containing a full archive of emails, security protocols, and an organizational chart that showed exactly how El Serpiente's cartel functioned. Price and Rivers processed everything in real-time, building databases, creating network maps, and identifying connections that turned raw intelligence into actionable target packages.

"El Serpiente's location is still unknown," Rivers reported after reviewing the communications patterns. "He uses multiple phones, changes them frequently, and body doubles have been confirmed in multiple cities. Last confirmed location was Miami three days ago, current whereabouts unknown."

"Theory?" Price asked, pulling up surveillance data from Miami to see if any cameras had caught images matching El Serpiente's description.

"Watching his Miami network," Rivers said. "Assessing damage from the Colombia raid, probably trying to figure out what we know and what his exposure is. He'll surface once we start hitting his operations."

"Final target once the organization falls," Price agreed, flagging El Serpiente's file as Phase Three priority. "We dismantle his network first, isolate him second, capture him third."

The ninety-percent smuggling method remained frustratingly absent from all the intelligence they'd processed. Communications referenced "Victor's method" and "the primary route" but never detailed what it actually was, suggesting compartmentalization even within the cartel's upper levels. Victor Kane at the warehouse definitely knew, making him the first target for Phase Two operations.

"Target packages complete," Price said after another hour of analysis, compiling everything into comprehensive briefings for each of the six operations. "Sending to Diane now for Miami team assignment."

She transmitted the files through secure channels and leaned back in her chair, rubbing her eyes and trying to calculate how much longer she could stay functional before her brain shut down completely. The Colombia team would be wheels up from Bogotá within the hour, flying back to Miami with prisoners and physical evidence, and Phase Two would begin as soon as everyone had rested enough to conduct coordinated raids.

"You should sleep," Rivers said, noticing her exhaustion. "The Colombia team won't be back for hours, and Diane's not launching raids until tomorrow at the earliest."

"I'll sleep when Phase Two is complete," Price replied, pulling up the next batch of encrypted files and starting the decryption process. "Right now, I need to make sure we have every piece of intelligence documented and analyzed so the team can hit these targets hard."

Rivers didn't argue. He just brought her another coffee and settled back into his own workstation.
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The MBLIS jet cruised at thirty-five thousand feet somewhere over the Caribbean, the four of us sprawled across seats in various states of exhaustion. Kinney had stayed behind in Colombia to recover from his gunshot wound and coordinate with local authorities, and Mendoza stayed with him to handle the Colombian side of things, which left just the four of us returning to Miami with the intelligence we'd risked our lives to capture.

I had bruised ribs, and Robbie had numerous cuts and scrapes from broken glass. Muñoz was nursing a shoulder that had been wrenched during the firefight at the vehicle compound, and Birn looked like he'd gone three rounds with someone who knew how to punch. And this was all on top of the rounds we took. The gear had protected us from the worst of it, but we still had bruising and injuries from the gunfight. But we were all functional, all intact, and all ready to keep working once we'd gotten some rest.

Diane's face appeared on the video screen at the front of the cabin, connecting from MBLIS headquarters, where she'd been coordinating intelligence analysis with Price and Rivers throughout our entire extraction. She looked tired but satisfied.

"Outstanding work," Diane said without preamble. "Serious question, though: how are you all actually doing?"

"Bruised, tired, functional," I said, sitting up slightly and wincing at my ribs. "Ready for Phase Two whenever you give the word."

"Same," Robbie added from his seat across the aisle. "Colombia went exactly like it was supposed to. No issues."

I caught the subtext in his voice, the acknowledgment that he'd been worried about his PTSD triggering. But he'd performed perfectly, stayed professional throughout, and proven to himself and everyone else that therapy and time had actually worked.

"We're good," Muñoz said from her position near the window. "Ready to keep working."

"Ready for Phase Two," Birn confirmed.

Diane nodded, apparently satisfied that we weren't just saying what she wanted to hear. "Price has processed the intelligence and identified six major operations in Miami. We're going to target them systematically, each raid leading to the next, working through El Serpiente's organization level by level until we've dismantled his entire network."

She pulled up a map of Miami on the screen with six markers indicating the operations Perez had revealed during the interrogation. "Target order is tentative based on tactical priorities, but we're starting with Victor Kane at the warehouse and the logistics operation in the port district. He knows the ninety-percent smuggling method, and getting that information is critical to shutting down the supply permanently."

"Coast Guard standing by?" I asked because identifying the method wouldn't matter if we couldn't immediately act on the intelligence.

"Linda's ready to coordinate the moment we know what we're looking for," Diane confirmed. "After Victor Kane, we hit Hector Salazar at the distribution hub in Wynwood to stop street-level dealing and seize product. Then Diego Ortiz and his enforcement team in Little Havana, which will be the most dangerous raid."

"Dr. Chen Wei at the secondary production facility in Homestead comes fourth," Diane continued. "Shut down backup production and prevent them from restarting operations. Jasmine Torres and the street coordination network in Overtown comes fifth, though that's decentralized and will require multiple simultaneous actions. Finally, we have Claudia Mendez and the money laundering operation in Brickell for financial disruption and asset seizure."

"Then we find El Serpiente," Muñoz said, and Diane nodded.

"Final target once his organization is destroyed," Diane confirmed. "Without his network, he's isolated and vulnerable. That's when we move on him directly."

The plan made sense tactically, hitting the most critical operations first while building momentum and gathering intelligence from each raid to inform the next.

"Team assignments are flexible," Diane said. "Baker and Bishop will lead coordination from Miami; you four rotate in as needed based on specific raid requirements. Price and Rivers provide digital support and real-time intelligence. Nina coordinates FBI resources. Tommy monitors social media and provides any crowd-sourced intel."

"When do we start?" Birn asked.

"Landing in Miami in two hours," Diane said, checking her watch. "Twenty-four hours mandatory downtime for rest, medical check-ups, and gear replacement. Then Phase Two begins with the warehouse raid. Questions?"

Nobody had questions, or at least none that needed asking right now. We understood the plan, we knew our roles, and we were ready to execute once we'd recovered enough to be effective. Diane ended the video conference, and the cabin went quiet again. Everyone settled back into their seats and processed what came next.

My phone buzzed with a text from Tessa, probably responding to the message I'd sent during our Bogotá layover, letting her know I was alive and coming home. "Proud of you. Be safe. Love you." It was simple and direct, the way she communicated when she was worried but trying not to show it.

I texted back, "Love you too, see you tonight," and looked across the aisle at Robbie, who was texting Aurora with a smile. His phone buzzed again, and the smile got bigger, the expression of someone who had things waiting at home that mattered more than the job.

"She okay?" I asked.

"Yeah," Robbie said, looking up from his phone. "Relieved we're safe, wants to see me when we land. I told her dinner after mandatory rest."

"You did good in Colombia," I said, because it needed to be said. "No hesitation, no freezing, just professional execution the whole way through. That drain infiltration could've triggered you, and it didn't. I'm proud of you."

Robbie's expression shifted slightly. "Thanks. Means a lot. I was worried about the enclosed spaces and the water and everything… but when it was actually happening, I just focused on the mission. Therapy worked, Aurora worked, time worked."

Behind us, I could hear Muñoz and Birn having a similar conversation, both of them texting their partners and discussing how the Colombia operation had gone. The satisfaction of mission success was settling in now that the adrenaline had worn off and we had time to actually process what we'd accomplished. This was the first real major action we'd done together since everyone's various traumas, and everyone had performed flawlessly.

This was what we'd needed, I realized—not therapy or time off or processing trauma in safe environments, though those things mattered and had been necessary. What we'd really needed was to prove to ourselves that we were still good at the job, still capable of handling high-stakes operations without falling apart, and still the elite team that had built MBLIS's reputation over years of difficult cases.

Colombia had proven that. We were back to being excellent, back to doing what we did best without the weight of recent trauma dragging us down.

The Florida coastline appeared through the window as we began our descent into Miami. The wheels touched down at Miami International just as the sun was setting, golden light turning the runway orange while we taxied toward the private terminal where MBLIS kept its aircraft. I could see the main terminal in the distance and remembered searching it with Robbie just days ago, ruling out aviation as the smuggling method and wondering how El Serpiente was actually bringing drugs into the city.

Tomorrow, we'd find out, and then we'd shut it down permanently.

I stood and grabbed my gear as the jet came to a stop, moving slowly because I was sore and exhausted but also satisfied. The cargo hold had the physical intelligence we'd seized, the laptops, documents, and phones that Price had already processed remotely but would now be secured as evidence for prosecution.

The cabin door opened, and the Miami heat hit us immediately, humid and familiar after the cooler mountain air of Colombia. I descended the stairs and saw Baker and Bishop waiting at the terminal with medical personnel standing by for the mandatory check-ups Diane had ordered.

"Welcome home," Baker said, shaking hands with each of us as we reached the tarmac. "Heard Colombia went well."

"Phase One complete," I confirmed. "Phase Two starts tomorrow. You ready?"

"Been ready," Bishop said. "We've got tactical plans drafted for all six operations based on Price's intelligence packages. Just need to finalize assignments and timing."

Aurora was waiting near the terminal building, and Robbie broke away from the group to go see her. I watched them embrace, saw the relief on both their faces, and felt genuinely happy that they'd worked through everything and come out stronger on the other side.

Marny was there too, waiting for Birn with the kind of expression that suggested she'd been terrified the entire time he was gone, despite understanding this was part of the job. He broke off, too, and when they kissed, she held onto him like she was confirming he was real and intact. Birn looked happier than I'd seen him in months.

Baker pulled Muñoz aside for their own reunion, quieter and more private but equally genuine, and I found myself standing on the tarmac thinking about how everyone had things waiting at home that mattered.

My phone buzzed with another text from Tessa. When I opened it, it contained only a picture of Tessa's crossed ankles… on my coffee table.

"You're here?!" I texted back.

"Maybe…" she replied.

"Stay put," I texted back. "See you in an hour."

The team dispersed to handle medical check-ups, gear replacement, and all the administrative tasks that came after field operations, everyone moving with purpose despite being exhausted. Tomorrow would bring Phase Two and systematic dismantlement of El Serpiente's Miami network, but tonight was for rest and recovery and reminding ourselves why we did this job in the first place.
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DIANE

The conference room at MBLIS headquarters was packed by twenty-hundred the next evening. Every key player of Phase Two was assembled around the table. Satellite imagery and target packages were displayed on the wall screens around them. Diane stood at the head of the table, while Ethan and Robbie sat together on only one side, both of them looking better after some mandatory rest. Muñoz and Birn were beside them, and Baker and Bishop occupied seats near the front, already taking notes on the tactical briefing materials. Price and Rivers had their laptops open and were monitoring digital intelligence in real time. Bonnie and Clyde from forensics were present to coordinate evidence collection, Linda Reyes represented Coast Guard coordination, Nina Gosse provided FBI support, and Tommy Two-Times sat near the back with his own laptop.

This was full coordination. Everyone who would touch Phase Two operations was assembled in one place to ensure nothing got missed or miscommunicated.

"Colombia was Phase One," Diane said without preamble. "We hurt them and got intelligence. Now we dismantle the Miami network systematically. Six operations, six targets. Each one leads to the next. We work through them until El Serpiente has nothing left, then we find him and end this."

She pulled up the first target package on screen, showing Victor Kane's container yard facility in the port district. "Target One is Victor Kane, a warehouse and logistics operation. He's thirty-eight, a former merchant marine, runs Kane Shipping and Storage, which is a partially legitimate business. Location is a fifteen-thousand-square-foot facility in the port district with fifty-plus shipping containers and an office building. Personnel estimate is ten to twelve logistics staff and six to eight armed guards."

"Kane receives drug shipments, stores product, and coordinates distribution to the other five operations," Diane continued. "Most critically, he knows the ninety-percent smuggling method that the Coast Guard hasn't identified. Intelligence suggests a shipment is expected in the next forty-eight hours, which makes this time-sensitive."

"Why is he first?" Baker asked, already thinking tactically about raid sequencing.

She pulled up the second target package. "Target Two is Hector Salazar, who calls himself El Tiburón, street-level distribution boss. Age forty-two, controls the dealer network through fear and violence. Location is a warehouse in Wynwood disguised as art storage, fifteen to twenty dealers, and eight to ten enforcers. He breaks bulk shipments into street quantities and coordinates the dealer network that actually puts drugs on corners."

"Wynwood raid will be complicated by the urban environment and civilian population," Muñoz observed.

"Correct," Diane said. "Which is why we're hitting it second, after we have intelligence from Kane about current distribution patterns and dealer locations."

Target Three appeared on screen. "Diego Ortiz, calls himself Machete, enforcement and security chief. Age thirty-five, former Guatemalan military, known for extreme violence. Location is Ortiz Auto Repair in Little Havana, a legitimate business front with a weapons cache in the back. Twenty-plus enforcers, heavily armed, former military and gang members. This is the muscle that protects shipments and eliminates threats."

"Most dangerous target," Ethan said, and Diane nodded.

"Expect heavy resistance and possible street battle," Diane confirmed. "Best armed, most willing to fight, most likely to turn into sustained combat. That's why we're hitting them third, after we've disrupted supply and distribution enough that they're already destabilized."

She cycled through the remaining three targets quickly. "As I have said before, Target Four is Dr. Chen Wei. Target Five is Jasmine Torres, and Target Six is Claudia Mendez. We'll refine tactics for those as we progress through the first three and gather intelligence."

"Timeline?" Birn asked.

"Hit them in sequence over five to seven days," Diane said. Each raid is twenty-four to forty-eight hours apart to allow time for processing intelligence and preparing for the next target. Build momentum while they're reacting instead of planning, work through the organization level by level until El Serpiente is isolated."

She pulled up detailed schematics of Kane's container yard. "Target One launches tomorrow night at oh-two-hundred hours. Full team deployment, six agents plus FBI tactical support and local PD perimeter. Three simultaneous breach points, the objective is to capture Kane alive, seize the current drug shipment, and get the smuggling method."

"Container yard is a maze," Price said, examining the layout on screen. "Fifty-plus containers stacked two to three high, limited sight lines, perfect for ambushes."

"Which is why we're using thermal imaging and careful coordination," Diane said. "Alpha Team is Ethan, Robbie, and Bishop, hitting the main warehouse where the shipment is stored. Bravo Team is Muñoz, Birn, and Baker, hitting the office building where Kane runs operations. FBI and local PD hold the perimeter and prevent escape. Coast Guard covers the water-side approach in case he tries boat extraction."

She looked at Linda Reyes. "Coast Guard ready to act on the smuggling method once we identify it?"

"Standing by," Linda confirmed. "Once we know what to look for, we can coordinate immediate interdiction of any active shipments and shut down the route permanently."

"Price and Rivers provide digital support," Diane continued. "Surveillance cameras, communications, electronic lockdown of the facility. We want Kane contained with nowhere to run."

"Rules of engagement?" Muñoz asked.

"Kane is a high-value target, capture alive if possible," Diane said. "Guards you can neutralize as needed. Minimize casualties but prioritize agent safety. Deadly force is authorized if you're threatened. Expect armed resistance and plan accordingly."

She pulled up equipment lists and tactical diagrams. "Full tactical gear, night vision, thermal imaging, breach equipment. K-9 units for drug detection. Medical support standing by. We rehearse tactics tomorrow morning using the training facility, then a final briefing at twenty-two-hundred hours tomorrow night."

"Intelligence priorities in order," Diane said, ticking them off. "Capture Kane alive. Get the ninety-percent smuggling method. Seize the current drug shipment. Capture phones, computers, and documents. Get information on the other five operations. Everything we take from this raid informs the next one."

Tommy raised his hand from the back of the room. "What do you need from me?"

"Monitor social media for cartel chatter," Diane said. "Watch for warnings or threats, track civilian reports of port activity, and provide real-time intelligence if your followers notice anything we should know about. You're our early warning system if El Serpiente figures out we're coming."

"Got it," Tommy said, already typing on his laptop.

Diane looked around the room at her assembled team. "Kane is the key. Get him, get the method, shut down the supply. After that, the rest of the network starves, and we can work through them systematically. This is the most important raid of Phase Two because it determines whether the rest of the operations have product to distribute. Questions?" Diane looked around the room.

"What if Kane doesn't know the smuggling method?" Baker asked. "What if it's compartmentalized higher up?"

"Perez confirmed he knows," Diane said. "Her testimony was clear that Victor Kane personally coordinates the primary supply route. If he doesn't know, we extract it from whoever he reports to, but intelligence suggests he's the operations manager for the entire Miami supply chain."

"Extraction if things go wrong?" Birn asked.

"FBI tactical provides heavy backup if needed," Nina Gosse said from her position near the window. "We've got a helicopter on standby and additional agents ready to deploy. You won't be isolated like you were in Colombia."

"Good," Ethan said. "Colombia was exciting, but I'd prefer not to repeat the whole stealing enemy vehicles and high-speed mountain chase thing."

That got a few laughs from the team. Diane appreciated Ethan's ability to keep morale up even when they were discussing dangerous operations.

"The rest of today is preparation," Diane said. "Gear prep, site reconnaissance using drone footage, tactical rehearsal. Get your rest tonight because tomorrow we start dismantling El Serpiente's empire one operation at a time."

She dismissed the briefing and watched the team disperse to their various preparation tasks. Price and Rivers headed back to their lab to finalize the digital support infrastructure. Bonnie and Clyde went to prepare the evidence collection protocols. Linda coordinated with the Coast Guard on standby procedures. Nina made calls to her FBI tactical teams about tomorrow night's deployment.

The field agents stayed in the conference room examining the container yard schematics more closely, discussing approach vectors, contingency plans, and how to coordinate three simultaneous breaches in a maze-like environment. This was what they were good at, tactical planning and professional execution, and Diane felt confident they would pull off the Kane raid successfully.

Diane left the conference room and headed for her office. She, too, had plenty to do before tomorrow night, and she needed to be prepared. She was only in her office a short while when her phone buzzed with a text from Price: "Intercepted communication from Kane's facility. Shipment arriving tomorrow afternoon, approximately fourteen-hundred hours. Perfect timing for our raid."

Diane smiled slightly and sent back confirmation. Everything was aligning, intelligence was solid, the team was prepared, and tomorrow night they would capture Victor Kane and crack open the smuggling method that had been flooding Miami with deadly drugs for the past two months.

Diane stood at the conference room window, looking out over downtown Miami, and thought about the forty-seven people who'd died from Blue Heaven and the hundreds more who would die if this operation failed. El Serpiente had built something sophisticated and dangerous, but sophistication didn't matter when federal agents had the intelligence needed to dismantle it systematically.

Tomorrow night, Phase Two would begin, and by the end of the week, El Serpiente's Miami network would be destroyed.

She turned back to her desk and started drafting the operational orders for the Kane raid, documenting everything so there would be clear records of authorization and tactical decisions. This was going to be violent and dangerous and probably result in casualties, but it was also necessary and legal and the right thing to do.

Forty-seven people were dead, and Diane intended to make sure El Serpiente paid for every single one of them.
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The container yard went completely dark at oh-one-fifty-nine when Price killed the power remotely and gave us a short window before any backup generators kicked in. I dropped my night vision goggles into place, and the world turned green, the guards shouting in confusion while their flashlights swept wildly through the maze of shipping containers.

"Move," I said into the radio, and Alpha Team pushed forward through the narrow passages between the stacked containers that created a labyrinth designed to stop exactly this kind of infiltration.

Robbie was on my six with Bishop bringing up the rear, all three of us moving fast toward the main warehouse where thermal imaging had shown the drug shipment being unloaded. We had maybe ninety seconds before the guards got organized and maybe three minutes before the backup generators restored light and killed our advantage.

A dog started barking ahead of us, the sound sharp and aggressive in the industrial quiet. I came around a container corner and found two guards with a German Shepherd maybe twenty meters from the warehouse entrance. The dog was pulling at its leash, and the guards turned toward us with their weapons raised.

"Freeze! Federal agents!" I shouted because the procedure required it, even though I knew exactly what would happen next.

Both guards went for their rifles, and I dropped behind a forklift while Robbie took cover behind a container wheel assembly. Bishop went prone and used the forklift's base as a shooting rest, her rifle coming up smooth and controlled.

The first guard got his weapon halfway to firing position before Bishop put two rounds center mass. The second guard actually got a shot off, the bullet pinging off the metal above my head before Robbie's return fire caught him in the chest and spun him sideways into the dirt.

The dog bolted, the leash trailing behind it as it ran for the perimeter fence and presumably safety. Smart dog.

"Contact, two hostiles down," I reported into the radio, already moving toward the warehouse while facility alarms started blaring across the entire yard.

"Bravo engaging at the office building," Muñoz's voice came back tight with concentration. "Multiple hostiles, heavy resistance."

"Alpha proceeding to primary objective," I said, reaching the warehouse south entrance with Robbie stacking up beside me and Bishop covering our approach.

The steel door was industrial grade and locked from the inside, which was why I'd brought breach charges. I slapped the explosive onto the lock mechanism, and we backed off to a safe distance while I triggered the detonator. The explosion blew the door inward with a satisfying crunch of metal, and I threw a flashbang through the opening before anyone inside could react.

The flash and concussion were loud even from outside, and we entered fast. Our night vision showed four guards scrambling in disorientation while two workers ran for the back exit. The warehouse was huge and open, with industrial shelving units running the length of the space and shipping containers being unloaded near the center. Drugs were everywhere, hundreds of kilos in waterproof packages stacked on pallets like a clearly legitimate distribution operation.

The guards recovered faster than I'd hoped and took positions behind the containers, opening fire with automatic weapons that tore chunks out of the concrete floor and sent sparks flying off metal shelving. Alpha Team split instinctively, with me going left while Robbie pushed center and Bishop climbed onto a container for an elevated position.

I moved along the left wall using the shelving units as cover while guards sprayed the warehouse with suppressing fire that was more volume than accuracy. Bishop started picking them off from her elevated position, and her sniper-precise shots dropped the guards before they realized where the fire was coming from. She took two down in maybe fifteen seconds, the kind of marksmanship that came from serious training and natural talent.

I pushed around a shelving unit and ran straight into a guard who'd been trying to flank our position. We were too close for rifles, both of us going for hand-to-hand simultaneously. He swung his weapon like a club, and I blocked with my forearm, sending pain shooting up to my shoulder and the rifle clattering away across the floor.

He was bigger than me and knew how to fight, getting inside my guard and landing a solid punch to my ribs that made my vision go white for half a second. I responded with an elbow strike that caught him in the temple and stunned him long enough for me to sweep his legs and take him down hard on the concrete.

He was dazed but trying to get up when I pressed my rifle barrel against his head. "Stay down."

He stayed down. I zip-tied his hands and moved on, leaving him secured while the firefight continued in other parts of the warehouse.

Robbie was pushing the center, advancing toward the drug containers where the last guard had barricaded himself behind hundreds of kilos of product. The guard was firing blind around the corner, panic shots that went wide and high while Robbie used proper cover and movement to close the distance.

"Drop the weapon!" Robbie shouted.

The guard looked at his situation, looked at Robbie's rifle aimed steadily at his position, and apparently decided living was better than dying for a drug shipment. He threw down his rifle with both hands visible, and Robbie moved in fast to secure him with zip-ties.

Bishop dropped down from her elevated position and corralled the two warehouse workers who'd been hiding behind the equipment, both of them terrified civilians who probably made minimum wage and definitely weren't worth shooting. "On the ground, hands visible!"

They complied immediately, faces down on the concrete while Bishop secured them with flex cuffs. They weren't targets, just employees who'd had the bad luck to be working when federal agents raided their facility.

I moved to the drug shipment and felt genuine satisfaction at the sheer scale of what we'd just seized. I saw five hundred kilos minimum, its street value in the tens of millions, packaged and labeled with codes that corresponded to the other five operations. This was the supply that fed Salazar's distribution network, Ortiz's enforcement operation, and Torres's street dealers. Without this, the entire Miami network would starve.

A clipboard on the nearest pallet had shipping manifests showing delivery schedules to all five operations, with names, locations, and quantities documented as if this were a legitimate, aboveboard business. Salazar in Wynwood would get two hundred kilos, Ortiz in Little Havana would get one hundred for security and payment purposes, and Torres in Overtown was slated for one-fifty for street distribution. This was an intelligence gold mine that would tell us exactly where to hit next and what we'd find when we got there.

"Alpha secure," I reported into the radio. "Warehouse clear, shipment seized."

"Bravo engaging," Muñoz's voice came back, strained with effort. "Heavy resistance at the office, need support."

"Alpha moving to support," I said, already heading for the warehouse exit with Robbie and Bishop following.
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MUÑOZ

The office building's north entrance had two guards visible under security lights, both of them armed and both of them reaching for radios the moment they spotted Bravo Team approaching at oh-two-hundred. The warehouse firefight was already echoing across the container yard, alarms blaring and any element of surprise completely gone.

"Federal agents! Hands up!" Muñoz shouted, knowing they wouldn't comply but giving them the chance, anyway. Procedure mattered, even in the middle of a raid.

Both guards drew weapons instead of surrendering, and the entrance turned into a firefight within seconds. Muñoz went right, while Baker flanked left, and Birn provided suppressing fire from the center. The guards got maybe three shots off before Baker's flanking position put them down, both of them dropping behind concrete barriers that suddenly weren't adequate cover anymore.

"Entry," Birn said, moving to the glass doors and kicking them open without bothering to check if they were locked.

The lobby was industrial office space, mostly desks, filing cabinets, and generic furniture. Stairs led up to the second floor, where lights were visible. Kane must have been working late. Muñoz took point toward the stairwell, weapon up and scanning for additional threats while Baker and Birn covered different angles.

Three guards came down the stairs at full speed, catching Bravo Team in the stairwell and opening fire from their elevated positions, which gave them a significant tactical advantage. Bullets ricocheted off metal railings and punched holes in the drywall while Muñoz dove behind a desk, and Baker dragged filing cabinets into position for cover.

"Contact, stairwell, three hostiles!" Muñoz reported on the radio, returning fire while trying to find angles that didn't result in getting shot.

One of the guards threw a grenade down the stairs, the metallic clatter unmistakable in the enclosed space. "Grenade!" Baker shouted, and everyone scrambled for better cover before the explosion tore through the stairwell with a concussive force that made Muñoz's ears ring and filled the air with dust and smoke.

She was behind the desk and uninjured, Baker was pressed against the wall and looked intact, but Birn was nowhere visible, and she felt momentary panic before his voice came through the radio.

"Flanking exterior, entering second floor through window," Birn reported, calm and professional, like he hadn't just disappeared during a grenade explosion.

The guards in the stairwell were still firing down at Muñoz and Baker's positions, keeping them pinned and preventing any advance toward the second floor. Muñoz tried returning fire, but the angle was terrible, and she was burning through ammunition without making progress. She heard Ethan's voice in her ear, and she responded even though she could barely process what he'd said.

"Bravo engaging," Muñoz said into the radio, hearing the strain in her own voice. "Heavy resistance at the office, need support."

"Alpha moving to support," Ethan's voice came back immediately, and Muñoz felt relief knowing that reinforcements were coming, even though she had no idea how long it would take them to fight through the container maze.

Glass shattered from the west side of the building, Birn's exterior flanking maneuver reaching the second floor. The distinctive crack of his rifle firing in controlled bursts echoed through the building, and the guards in the stairwell turned toward the new threat with the kind of panic that came from being caught between two firing positions.

Muñoz used their distraction to push up the stairs with Baker right behind her. Three shots from Birn's position dropped the three guards in rapid succession, their bodies tumbling down the stairwell while Bravo Team sidestepped them and advanced to the second floor.

The second floor was an open plan with executive offices along the windows and glass walls providing visibility into each space. Kane was visible through his office window, on the phone and panicking while grabbing a laptop and files and heading toward the roof access door at the far end of the floor.

"He's running!" Baker shouted, already sprinting after Kane, who'd reached the roof door and slammed it behind him.

The door was locked from inside, metal and solid enough that kicking wouldn't work. Birn appeared from the side office where he'd entered through the fire escape, took one look at the locked door, and raised his shotgun. The other two agents skidded to a halt to give him space to work, and the breach round blew the lock mechanism apart. The door swung open, revealing stairs leading up to the roof.

They hit the rooftop at oh-two-fifteen. It was dark but for the full moon and the ambient city lights. Kane was at the roof edge near an empty helicopter pad, holding his laptop and briefcase and looking wild-eyed with a pistol in his shaking hand.

Bravo Team spread out instinctively, creating crossfire angles while maintaining distance from the armed and desperate fugitive. Muñoz took the center position, while Baker went left and Birn moved right. All three of their weapons were aimed at Kane, who was trapped with nowhere to go except over the edge.

"Victor Kane! Federal agents! Drop the weapon!" Muñoz shouted, using a command voice that carried across the rooftop.

"You don't understand!" Kane shouted back, his voice high with panic. "He'll kill me! El Serpiente will kill me if I'm captured!"

"We can protect you," Muñoz said, keeping her weapon steady while watching Kane's body language for signs he was about to shoot or jump. "Drop the weapon, and we'll get you into protective custody."

Kane looked at the roof edge, calculating the two-story drop that would be survivable but risky. He looked at the three federal agents with rifles aimed at his center mass. His gun hand was shaking badly enough that Muñoz worried he might shoot accidentally.

Baker was moving while Kane was focused on Muñoz and Birn, circling wide and closing distance with the kind of careful approach that prey animals never noticed until it was too late. He reached ten feet, then five feet, while Kane was still fixated on Muñoz's position and not seeing Baker coming up on his blind side.

Kane must have caught movement in his peripheral vision because he turned suddenly with his gun coming up toward Baker. Baker tackled him low and hard, both of them going down on the rooftop in a tangle of limbs while the pistol skittered away across concrete. The laptop and briefcase fell and scattered documents across the roof, the evidence spreading everywhere.

Muñoz kicked the gun away while Birn secured the laptop and briefcase, then both of them moved to assist Baker, who had Kane facedown and was zip-tieing his hands behind his back. Kane was screaming and struggling, terror overwhelming any tactical thinking he might have had.

"He'll kill me! El Serpiente will kill me!" Kane shouted, voice breaking with genuine fear.

"Not if he can't find you," Baker said, hauling Kane to his feet and checking him for any additional weapons.

Muñoz examined the evidence they'd captured. The laptop was no doubt password-protected, but Price would crack it within hours. The briefcase contained documents, USB drives, and financial ledgers. Kane had been carrying three phones as well, probably different numbers for different parts of his operation. This was an intelligence jackpot that would reveal network connections and communication patterns across El Serpiente's entire Miami organization.

Alpha Team arrived on the rooftop, and Ethan, Robbie, and Bishop joined them from the stairwell with the warehouse secured behind them. Six federal agents now surrounded Kane on the rooftop, and Muñoz could see the calculation happening in Kane's eyes as he realized his odds were exactly zero.

"How are the drugs getting into Miami?" Muñoz asked, crouching to make eye contact with Kane, who was now sitting against the rooftop edge, breathing hard. She reached for the radio at her hip, activating it so that the entire team back at headquarters could listen in and communicate.

Kane stayed silent, defiance winning over fear for the moment.

"We destroyed Colombia," Muñoz continued. "We have your shipment downstairs, five hundred kilos that won't reach the street. Your network is falling apart. Talk now and deal later, or wait and get nothing."

"I want immunity," Kane said, his voice steadier now that he was calculating instead of panicking. "Full immunity from prosecution."

"That's not my call," Muñoz said. "But cooperation definitely helps when prosecutors are deciding what charges to file."

Ethan walked over and looked down at Kane, his expression void of emotion. "Victor Kane, your operation is over. Everyone talks eventually. You can talk now and deal, or wait in a cell and get nothing when someone else gives us the same information. Your choice."

Kane looked at the six agents, looked at his confiscated evidence, and looked at the container yard below. Survival instinct was clearly winning.

"I'll tell you," Kane said. "But I want it in writing. Immunity deal."

"Start talking," Ethan said. "We'll see what we can do."

"It's not boats," Kane said, and Muñoz leaned forward because this was what they'd come for. "Not planes. Not trucks. Not any traditional smuggling route."

"Then what?" Muñoz asked.

Kane took a breath, and when he spoke, the words came out like he was confessing to murder. "It's the Coast Guard."

The silence on the rooftop was absolute while everyone processed what that meant. The Coast Guard was bringing in drugs? The agency responsible for stopping maritime smuggling was actually running it?

"Not all of them," Kane clarified quickly. "One crew. One vessel. They intercept the decoy boats for show, make it look like they're doing their jobs. But they're also bringing in the real shipments, hidden in their own vessel. Who inspects the Coast Guard?"

Linda Reyes's voice came through everyone's radio, sharp with controlled fury. "What vessel? Give me the details. Now." Muñoz almost jumped in surprise. It wasn't protocol to interrupt the field mission from headquarters like that.

"I want immunity first," Kane said, but Linda's voice cut him off.

"Son of a bitch," Linda said over the radio. "It's one of ours."

Kane must have realized that holding back wasn't helping his negotiating position because he started talking faster. "Coast Guard cutter on routine patrols. They pick up shipments from offshore drop points, GPS coordinates where submarines or boats from Colombia deposit the drugs. The cutter patrols the area under the authority of their normal mission, picks up the shipments, and brings them into Miami Port. No one questions the Coast Guard doing Coast Guard things. They offload at my facility during inspections. Perfect cover. Been running for eight months, millions of dollars in drugs."

"The crew," Muñoz said. "Names, ranks, details."

"I don't know all of them," Kane said. "I deal with one contact, a Coast Guard lieutenant who runs the cutter. The whole crew is dirty, all of them involved. He coordinates everything."

He provided a physical description and identifying details, enough that Linda's voice came back through the radio with recognition and rage. "I know who that is. I fucking know exactly who that is."

Silence fell over the rooftop for a moment, the agents seething with rage as they processed this information.

"GPS coordinates for the offshore drop points," Linda demanded. "Give me locations."

Kane rattled off coordinates from memory, eight different locations spread across international waters. Muñoz knew that Linda was already coordinating with Coast Guard internal affairs and preparing to arrest an entire cutter crew for trafficking.

"That crew is done," Linda said over the radio. "Coast Guard leadership is clean, and they're going to be furious when I brief them. We'll handle this internally, make sure every person involved goes down."

Kane was escorted off the rooftop toward MBLIS transport, secured and cooperating because it was his only play. He was singing like a canary now, providing information on all five remaining operations and their connections to his logistics network. Muñoz knew Price was on the other end listening in and taking notes. Kane was now a critical intelligence asset who would spend the next several days being interrogated by federal prosecutors building cases.

Muñoz joined the other agents down the stairs and thought about the haul they'd just captured. They had five hundred plus kilos of drugs seized from the warehouse, Kane captured alive and talking, and the ninety-percent smuggling method revealed and being shut down. They also had a laptop and phones and documents that would expose network connections across El Serpiente's entire organization.

"Coast Guard corruption," Birn said, shaking his head. "Who would've thought?"

"Someone willing to risk everything for money," Muñoz replied. "Same as always."

Linda's voice came through the radio one more time, professional and controlled despite what must have been fury at the betrayal from her own service. "I'll handle the traitors. You focus on the other five operations. We just cut off El Serpiente's supply permanently. Now let's destroy what's left of his network."

Muñoz looked at the container yard as they stepped outside, which was now swarming with federal agents cataloging evidence and processing the crime scene. Phase Two had started with complete success. The supply line was severed, and five more operations were about to fall in rapid succession.

El Serpiente was watching his empire collapse in real time, and there was nothing he could do to stop it.
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LINDA REYES

Linda Reyes stood in the Coast Guard station briefing room at oh-four-hundred with fury running through her veins like ice water. The betrayal felt personal in a way she hadn't expected, visceral and raw like someone had reached into her chest and twisted something vital. The Coast Guard was family, the people you trusted with your life both on and off the water, and one of her own had spent eight months trafficking drugs while wearing the uniform. It was a lieutenant, no less, and he'd gotten his entire crew wrapped up in his dealings.

She pulled up personnel files on the main screen while CGIS agents assembled around the conference table, all of them looking as angry as she felt. Kane's description from the rooftop interrogation had matched immediately, the physical details and operational patterns pointing to one specific officer with perfect clarity.

"Lieutenant Brandon Cross," Linda said, pulling up his service record. "Eight years with the Coast Guard, currently commanding officer of USCGC Resolute. Crew of seventy-five, all potentially compromised based on Kane's testimony about the entire crew being involved."

"Cross has no prior disciplinary issues," one of the CGIS agents said, reviewing the file. "Clean record, solid performance evaluations. Nothing that would flag him as a corruption risk."

"Check financial records," Linda said. "Kane said they were getting paid fifty to one hundred thousand per crew member. That kind of money shows up somewhere."

"Yes, ma'am," another agent replied.

Linda continued to go through the records with CGIS while awaiting the financials, looking for something, anything, to confirm what Kane had said.

The financial forensics came back within thirty minutes, and the evidence was damning. Cross and his crew were all living well beyond their Coast Guard salaries, with sudden wealth appearing in bank accounts with no legitimate explanation. New cars, expensive homes, and luxury purchases all screamed illegal income to anyone paying attention.

"Get arrest warrants for the entire crew," Linda said. "Resolute is currently docked for routine maintenance. We move now before they realize Kane talked."

CGIS mobilized with the kind of professional fury that came from investigating their own people. By oh-seven-hundred they were boarding Resolute with weapons drawn and arrest authority that came straight from Coast Guard Command, who were furious about the institutional embarrassment and wanted everyone involved prosecuted to the fullest extent.

The crew was caught during morning shift change, half of them still drinking coffee and the other half preparing for the day's work. Lieutenant Cross was in his quarters attempting to destroy his phone when CGIS agents kicked in the door. The evidence preservation team stopped him before he could finish smashing the device.

All the crew members on board were arrested within ten minutes, zip-tied and read their rights while CGIS searched the vessel for evidence. They found hidden compartments throughout the ship, drug residue in multiple locations, and GPS logs showing offshore patrols to the exact coordinates Kane had provided. The smuggling operation was confirmed beyond any doubt, and the vessel that should have been stopping drug trafficking had instead been facilitating millions of dollars in shipments.

Linda watched from the dock while her colleagues were perp-walked off Resolute in handcuffs, and the anger was still burning hot enough to make her hands shake. This was professional betrayal at the highest level, people who'd sworn oaths to protect and serve instead choosing money over duty. A CGIS agent came up to her at the end with a list of crew members, and she looked over it. Anyone who hadn't been on board would be tracked down at their homes or in the barracks next, then brought in to join the rest of the crew before the day was over.

Cross was taken to CGIS facilities for interrogation, lawyering up immediately and refusing to talk without guarantees. But the evidence was overwhelming, and his crew members were already starting to crack, some of them willing to testify in exchange for reduced sentences. The investigation would take months to fully document, but the operational details would emerge quickly through lawyer negotiations and cooperative witnesses.

It didn't take long for CGIS to piece the information together from the various crew members, and within a couple of hours, Linda had almost the entire picture, despite Cross's lack of cooperation. El Serpiente had approached Cross eight months ago with an offer of millions to use his Coast Guard vessel for smuggling. Cross had recruited his entire crew, paying each member fifty to one hundred thousand dollars for participation. The money had seemed easy, and the operation had seemed safe, as Coast Guard authority provided perfect cover for criminal activity. They'd run three primary offshore drop points, forty to sixty miles out where Colombian submarines or fast boats deposited drugs marked with GPS-tagged floating beacons.

The system had worked like clockwork until Kane got captured and gave up the entire network in one rooftop interrogation.

Linda coordinated with Coast Guard Command to dispatch clean crews to the offshore coordinates, interdicting any remaining drops and working with Colombian Navy and DEA task forces to shut down the supply line completely. El Serpiente's ninety-percent method would be exposed and destroyed within the next day or so. No drugs would enter Miami via this route anymore, and existing supply would run out quickly without resupply.

She drove to MBLIS headquarters later that afternoon for the team debriefing, exhausted and angry but also grimly satisfied that the corrupt personnel were in custody and undoubtedly facing decades in federal prison. The conference room was full when she arrived, the entire team assembled to process Kane's full interrogation and plan the next raid.

"Kane sang like a canary," Price said, pulling up intelligence files on the wall screen. "Complete cooperation to save himself from a life sentence. Every detail about all five remaining operations, names and locations and personnel and schedules and methods."

The second target package appeared on screen. It was detailed intelligence about Hector "El Tiburón" Salazar and his distribution operation in Wynwood. Kane had provided everything: the warehouse address at 1247 NW 5th Avenue disguised as art storage, and the twenty thousand square foot facility that received bulk shipments and broke them into street quantities for distribution to dealers throughout Miami.

"Salazar has fifteen to twenty dealers and eight to ten enforcers," Diane said, reviewing the intelligence. "He's violent and paranoid, always armed, and prefers a shotgun that he keeps in his office. The warehouse has apartments above where people actually live, making this a twenty-four-hour operation in the middle of an active arts district."

Linda studied the layout diagrams showing ground floor operations, first floor mezzanine offices, and second and third-floor apartments housing six units where enforcers lived. Roof access provided a possible escape route, and the surrounding Wynwood Arts District meant civilians and galleries and restaurants within blocks.

"Daytime raid is too risky," Muñoz said. "Too many civilians in an arts district. Night raid reduces foot traffic."

"Raid tomorrow night at oh-one-hundred," Diane confirmed. "Ethan, Robbie, Muñoz, Birn for primary assault. Baker and Bishop on perimeter preventing escape. FBI tactical for building clearance. Local PD for civilian evacuation and traffic control."

"This is a different environment than the container yard," Ethan said. "It's an urban arts district with vertical combat across three floors. We need to drill urban tactics and building clearance procedures."

Tommy Two-Times spoke up from his position near the back of the room. "Cartel chatter is increasing significantly. Dark web forums are showing El Serpiente's organization scrambling. They know something's wrong. They know Kane was captured, and they know the supply line got cut. El Serpiente's location is still unknown, but people are starting to panic."

"Good," Diane said. "Kane's capture cut supply. Tomorrow we cut distribution with Salazar. Then we hit enforcement with Ortiz, production with Dr. Wei, street coordination with Torres, and money laundering with Mendez. Systematic takedown until El Serpiente has nothing left except the choice between surrender and death."

"He'll surface when his network crumbles," Linda said. "Men like him can't stay hidden when everything they've built is being destroyed. He'll make a move, and we'll be waiting."

Diane looked around the conference room at her assembled team. "Rest period today. Mandatory medical check-ups, gear prep for tomorrow, urban combat training review. We hit Wynwood in twenty-four hours."

The briefing broke up and agents dispersed to their preparation tasks. Linda stayed behind to coordinate final details with Diane about the Coast Guard's continuing investigation of Cross and his crew, making sure all evidence would be properly documented for prosecution.

"Your people are in custody," Diane said. "Justice will be served."

"They weren't my people," Linda replied, voice hard. "The moment they took cartel money, they stopped being Coast Guard. They're just criminals in uniform now."

When all was said and done, she left MBLIS headquarters and drove back to the Coast Guard station thinking about betrayal and duty and the satisfaction of seeing corrupt personnel facing consequences. The ninety-percent smuggling method was destroyed, El Serpiente's supply line was severed, and tomorrow night the team would take down his distribution network.

The cartel leader's empire was crumbling in real time, systematic dismantlement working exactly as Diane had planned. Five more operations to go, then the hunt for El Serpiente himself would begin in earnest.

Linda pulled into the Coast Guard station parking lot and looked out at the water, at the vessels docked and the personnel working and the institution she'd sworn to serve. One corrupt crew didn't define the service. It didn't diminish the thousands of good people doing dangerous work to protect American waters.

But it still hurt like hell, and she intended to make sure everyone involved paid for their betrayal.
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Wynwood Arts District looked different at night, the famous murals casting strange shadows under the street lights while the galleries sat dark and restaurants closed for the evening. Local PD had spent the past thirty minutes quietly evacuating blocks around the target building with a gas leak cover story, causing businesses to close early and residents to be moved to a safe distance. Some artists working late had resisted, but the police were persistent, and by oh-fifty, the area was mostly clear.

Mostly.

I stood in the shadow of a building covered in a massive octopus mural and watched Wynwood Creative Storage at 1247 NW 5th Avenue, the three-story structure that Kane had identified as Hector Salazar's distribution hub. The ground-floor warehouse was disguised as art storage. The second and third floors contained apartments where enforcers lived, and somewhere inside was Salazar himself… with enough drugs to supply Miami's streets for months.

"Surveillance updated," Price's voice came through my earpiece. "Count is wrong. Thermal shows fifteen heat signatures inside, not ten. Multiple armed personnel on all three floors. They're expecting something."

"Shit," I said, looking at Robbie beside me. "They know we're coming."

"Kane's arrest was public," Robbie replied, checking his rifle. "Word travels fast in organizations like this. Salazar probably put everyone on alert the moment Kane got captured."

Muñoz's voice came through the radio from the rear of the building where she and Birn were positioned at the fire escape. "If they're expecting us, this is going to get ugly fast."

"Too late to abort," I said, watching Bishop and Baker climbing the adjacent building to set up their sniper position. "We're committed. Everyone, stay sharp and don't take unnecessary risks."

The plan was a simultaneous breach at oh-one-hundred, Alpha Team taking the ground floor warehouse while Bravo Team cleared the apartments from above. But if Salazar had fifteen people instead of ten and they were all armed and ready, the tactical situation had just shifted from difficult to potentially catastrophic.

Bishop's voice came through calm and professional from her rooftop position. "Overwatch set. I have a visual on the roof access and three windows on the second floor. Thermal confirms fifteen hostiles, weapons visible on multiple personnel. They're definitely ready for company."

"Front entrance has two guards now instead of one," I reported, watching the warehouse door where two armed men stood smoking and looking alert. "This isn't going to be quiet."

"Rear fire escape also has a guard," Muñoz said. "Young guy with an AR-15, pacing and nervous. They've got security on all approaches."

The clock hit oh-one-hundred, and there was no more time for planning. "All teams execute," I said into the radio, and Alpha Team moved.

Robbie and I approached the front entrance from different angles, using parked cars and gallery doorways as cover while the two guards scanned the street. One of them saw us anyway, his eyes going wide before he opened his mouth to shout a warning, and reached for his radio.

I put two rounds center mass that dropped him before the shout finished, and Robbie took the second guard with a three-round burst that punched through his chest and slammed him back against the warehouse door. The sound echoed through Wynwood's streets like thunder, and any hope of surprise died with those guards.

"Contact front, two hostiles down, alarm active!" I reported, already moving to the door, while automatic weapons fired from inside the building.

The warehouse door exploded outward in a hail of bullets. Someone inside was firing blind through the metal with an automatic weapon that turned the entrance into a kill zone. Robbie and I dove for cover behind a delivery truck while rounds punched holes through the metal and shattered the truck's windows above our heads.

"Bravo, status?" I called into the radio.

"Engaged rear!" Muñoz's voice came back tight with strain. "The guard saw us coming up the fire escape, multiple hostiles responding!"

The sound of sustained gunfire from the rear of the building confirmed that Bravo Team was in their own fight, and I could hear Bishop's rifle cracking from the rooftop as she provided covering fire for whatever hell was happening on the fire escape.

"We need to breach this door!" Robbie shouted over the gunfire, reloading while bullets continued streaming through the entrance.

I pulled a flashbang from my vest and threw it through the bullet-riddled door. The explosion inside created a brief pause in the shooting. We moved immediately, charging through the entrance with weapons up into a warehouse that was nothing like what the intel suggested.

The interior wasn't an open floor plan with six dealers packaging drugs. It was a fortress, with shipping containers positioned to create defensive positions and firing lanes, crates stacked to provide cover, and at least eight armed personnel shooting at us from elevated positions on the containers and from behind barricades.

"Ambush!" I shouted, diving behind a forklift as automatic weapons fire chewed up the floor where I'd been standing.

Robbie went the opposite direction, using a steel shipping container as cover while bullets sparked off metal around him. This wasn't a drug packaging operation. This was a prepared defensive position with clear fields of fire and interlocking coverage that suggested military planning.

One of Salazar's people had a machine gun mounted on top of a container, the heavy weapon laying down suppressing fire that pinned both of us in place. I tried to return fire, but the angle was terrible, and the shooter had a superior position with what looked like unlimited ammunition.

Robbie was already moving, using the chaos and smoke from the flashbang to advance along the left wall while I provided what covering fire I could with my rifle. He reached a position below the container where the machine gun was mounted and climbed fast, pulling himself up onto the steel box while the gunner was focused on my position.

The hand-to-hand fight on top of the container was brief and brutal. Robbie got his hands on the gunner from behind and they struggled for control of the weapon, both of them dangerously close to the edge. The machine gun fired wildly, stitching rounds across the ceiling and walls before Robbie slammed the gunner's head into the metal hard enough to knock him unconscious.

"Machine gun down!" Robbie reported, breathing hard and taking control of the weapon to turn it on Salazar's people.

The tide shifted immediately with Robbie pouring suppressing fire from the elevated position, forcing the defenders to abandon their prepared positions and retreat toward the back offices. I advanced through the warehouse, taking shots when I had them, and dropping two more of Salazar's people before they could reorganize.

Automatic fire came from my left, and I felt something punch through my tactical vest like a hammer blow to the ribs. The impact drove me backward into a crate, and I went down hard, my breath knocked out and pain screaming through my chest. The vest had caught the round, but I was pretty sure at least one rib was cracked, maybe more.

"Ethan's hit!" Robbie shouted from his position, the machine gun going silent.

"I'm good!" I forced out, though I definitely wasn't good. I could breathe, but it hurt like hell, and trying to stand made my vision go white for a second. "Stay on them!"

The firefight continued while I struggled to my feet and tried to figure out if I was actually injured or just badly bruised. My vest had a bullet embedded in it right over my ribs; the ceramic plate was cracked but functional. I had a broken rib for sure, maybe two, but nothing that would kill me immediately.

Muñoz's voice came through the radio, strained and urgent. "Bravo taking heavy fire. We're pinned on the fire escape! Multiple hostiles in apartments, more than intel suggested!"

"Bishop, support Bravo!" I ordered, moving toward the back offices where the remaining warehouse defenders had retreated.

"Already on it!" Bishop replied, her rifle cracking steadily as she engaged targets in the apartment windows.

I reached the back office area and kicked in a door to find three of Salazar's dealers inside, all of them armed but looking more terrified than dangerous. "Federal agents! Weapons down NOW!"

They threw down their guns and put their hands up, probably realizing the fight was lost, that they were just going to die if they kept shooting. I zip-tied all three while Robbie descended from the container and moved to secure the rest of the ground floor.

"Ground floor clear!" I reported. "Four hostiles down, three in custody. Salazar's not here."

"He's on the second floor!" Muñoz's voice came back. "We're trying to reach his office, but there are at least six enforcers between him and us!"

The fire escape assault had turned into a nightmare. I could hear sustained automatic weapons fire through the walls, and the distinctive boom of shotguns in enclosed spaces. Bravo Team was fighting for their lives, outnumbered and taking fire from multiple directions.

"Alpha moving to support Bravo!" I said, heading for the internal stairs that led to the second floor.

Robbie fell in behind me, and we took the stairs fast, emerging into a hallway that was chaos and smoke and bodies. Two of Salazar's enforcers were down in the hallway, probably from Bishop's sniper fire. Blood was everywhere, bullet holes were in the walls, and doors had been blown off their hinges.

Birn appeared from an apartment doorway, his face cut from flying glass and his vest showing impact marks from rounds that hadn't penetrated. "Muñoz is down! She's hit!"

My heart dropped into my stomach. "How bad?"

"Through and through in the leg. She's still fighting, but she can't move!" Birn was already heading back into the apartment. "We're pinned down, four more hostiles in the hallway between us and Salazar's office!"

I moved to the apartment doorway and saw Muñoz behind an overturned couch. Her left leg was bleeding badly, but her rifle was still up and firing at targets in the hallway. The wound looked serious based on the blood volume, and she was applying pressure with one hand while shooting with the other.

"I'm fine!" Muñoz shouted when she saw me looking. "Get Salazar!"

Four enforcers were barricaded in the hallway using apartment doorways as cover, all of them armed with automatic weapons and clearly willing to die defending their boss. Baker appeared at the far end of the hall—he'd climbed in through a window—and the crossfire forced the enforcers to split their attention between three threats.

The hallway fight was brutal and close, with bullets flying in both directions and nobody able to advance without getting shot. I put rounds into one enforcer who exposed himself too long, Baker dropped another with precise fire from his angle, and Birn took the third with a burst that caught him trying to reload.

The fourth enforcer threw a grenade down the hallway toward my position, and I barely got back to cover before it detonated. The explosion was massive in the enclosed space, and shrapnel and debris filled the air and made my already-damaged ribs scream in protest.

When the smoke cleared, the fourth enforcer was running toward Salazar's office at the end of the hall, probably to report that federal agents had breached the building and were coming for him. I tried to follow, but my ribs were making it hard to move fast, every breath sending pain shooting through my chest.

Robbie got there first, catching the fleeing enforcer at the office door and tackling him before he could get inside. They went down together in a tangle, and the enforcer was fighting like his life depended on winning, which it probably did. Robbie took a punch to the face that split his lip open and responded with an elbow strike that crushed the enforcer's nose and stunned him long enough to get zip-ties on.

"Office door!" Robbie shouted, and I saw it was reinforced steel with a heavy lock.

We were out of breach charges since we'd used them on the ground floor. Baker appeared beside us with a shotgun and blew the lock mechanism apart with three rapid shots. The door swung open to reveal Salazar's office and the man himself.

Hector "El Tiburón" Salazar was behind his desk with a shotgun raised, his face twisted with rage and fear. The office had a second door leading to roof access, currently blocked by furniture that Salazar had clearly been trying to move when we breached.

"Federal agents! Drop the weapon!" I shouted.

Salazar didn't drop the shotgun. He fired instead. The blast caught Robbie in the chest and slammed him backward into the hallway. I returned fire immediately, putting three rounds in Salazar's shoulder and chest, and dropping him behind his desk.

"Robbie!" I moved to my partner while keeping my weapon trained on the desk where Salazar had fallen.

Robbie was on the floor, gasping. His vest showed a massive impact crater where the shotgun blast had hit. The ceramic plate had stopped the pellets, but the force had cracked ribs for sure, maybe broken his sternum. He was alive but clearly in agony.

"Get... Salazar..." Robbie forced out through gritted teeth.

Baker moved past us to the desk and secured Salazar, who was wounded but alive and screaming about needing a doctor. The shoulder wound was bleeding badly, and the chest shot had caught his lung based on the bubbling blood, but he'd probably survive with medical attention.

"Salazar in custody!" Baker reported. "Multiple gunshot wounds, need immediate medical!"

"So does Muñoz!" Birn's voice came from down the hall. "Leg wound, severe bleeding, pressure applied, but she needs a hospital now!"

"And Robbie!" I added, looking at my partner, who was still on the floor, trying to breathe. "Shotgun blast to the chest, vest caught it, but there are possible internal injuries!"

The building was finally secure, but the cost had been brutal. FBI personnel were flooding in to process the scene, paramedics were rushing upstairs for the wounded, and I was trying to stay on my feet despite the fact that every breath felt like someone was stabbing me in the ribs.

The body count was staggering. Eight of Salazar's people were dead, four were wounded, and three were in custody unharmed. Alpha and Bravo Teams had three serious injuries requiring hospitalization, plus my cracked ribs and various minor injuries across the team. This hadn't been a clean operation. This had been a war zone, and we'd barely won.

But we had won. Salazar was in custody, the drug cache was seized, and intelligence from his office would reveal the next targets. The victory felt a lot more expensive than the previous raids, bought with blood and pain, and the kind of violence that left marks.

I stood in Salazar's office while paramedics worked on Robbie. I thought about the fact that we still had four more operations to take down.

This was only the second target. We had Diego Ortiz's enforcement team, Dr. Wei's production facility, Jasmine Torres's street network, and Claudia Mendez's money laundering operation still ahead of us.

"Two down," I said to Baker, who was applying pressure to Salazar's shoulder wound while waiting for paramedics. "Four to go."

"Next is Ortiz," Baker said. "The enforcer. Former military, twenty-plus guys, heavily armed."

"This one's going to be even bloodier," I said.

Baker nodded grimly. "Yeah. It is."
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BAKER

The conference room at MBLIS headquarters felt heavier than usual at oh-nine-hundred the morning after Wynwood. Markus Baker sat near the front of the table with his jaw still sore from where he'd taken an elbow during the hallway fight, watching Diane pull up post-raid statistics that should have felt like a victory but mostly just felt exhausting.

Hector Salazar was in federal custody and cooperating for a deal. Two hundred plus kilos had been seized from the warehouse. Ten people had been arrested, eight were dead in the firefight, and street dealer arrests were ongoing across Miami as local PD swept up the distribution network. This had been a major public victory, the kind of bust that made headlines and showed El Serpiente's empire crumbling in real time.

But Muñoz had been in the hospital getting her leg wound stitched up after taking a through-and-through that had bled badly enough to scare everyone. Robbie had cracked ribs from the shotgun blast, though luckily no major internal injuries; Ethan had cracked ribs from getting shot in the vest; Birn had a face full of cuts from flying glass. The victory felt less than celebratory, and it made Baker's protective instincts scream every time he thought about Muñoz lying in that apartment bleeding.

"Wynwood was a success," Diane said, addressing the assembled team. "Salazar is talking, the distribution network is identified, and we shut down another major operation. Media coverage is extensive thanks to Tommy's platform, public pressure on the cartel is increasing, and El Serpiente has nowhere to hide."

Tommy Two-Times spoke up from his laptop near the back. "Cartel chatter online is panicking. Internal communications are showing chaos. They know Kane cut supply, they know Salazar's arrest stopped distribution, and they're scrambling to figure out what hits next."

"Which brings us to Target Three," Diane said, pulling up intelligence on the wall screen. "Diego 'Machete' Ortiz. Enforcement and security chief, former Guatemalan special forces, combat veteran, and trained killer. This is the most dangerous lieutenant we'll face."

Baker felt his stomach tighten as the threat assessment loaded. It showed twenty-plus enforcers, all former military or gang members, heavily armed with military weapons, body armor, and possibly grenades. They were at a fortified position at Ortiz Auto Repair in Little Havana, an urban environment surrounded by residential and commercial buildings with a high civilian population.

"Ortiz won't surrender," Diane continued. "Neither will his men. Expect military-level resistance, automatic weapons, and defensive positions prepared in advance. This is urban warfare against trained soldiers who are absolutely willing to die fighting."

"When?" Ethan asked, his voice tight.

"Tonight, oh-two-hundred hours," Diane said. "Civilian evacuation starts at midnight with a gas leak cover story. Three-block radius cleared, Spanish-speaking officers coordinating with the Cuban-American community to prevent panic. Full team deployment with FBI tactical heavy support and SWAT standing by."

Baker looked at the facility layout, showing the auto repair shop front, the rear warehouse with a weapons cache, the upstairs apartments where enforcers lived, and the vehicle compound with defensive positions. This wasn't a warehouse they could breach from multiple angles. This was a fortress in the middle of a residential neighborhood.

"Tactics are an overwhelming force from the start," Diane said. "Simultaneous multi-point breach, flash-bangs and tear gas authorized, armored vehicles for approach protection, helicopter for observation, medical trauma teams standing by because we're expecting wounded."

The room was quiet, everyone processing what that meant. We were acknowledging up front that people were probably going to get hurt.

"Equipment is full combat loadout," Diane continued. "Level four armor plates, helmets with face shields, automatic weapons, breaching charges, ballistic shields, extra ammunition, trauma kits. This is not a raid. It's a battle."

"Rules of engagement?" Muñoz asked from her seat near Baker. Her left leg was wrapped and elevated, but her presence at the briefing was non-negotiable despite the medical recommendations to rest.

"Deadly force authorized," Diane said flatly. "These are trained soldiers, not street dealers. Self-defense is prioritized over capture. If Ortiz fights, neutralize the threat. Protect civilians at all costs, but don't die trying to arrest someone who's shooting at you."

Baker felt Muñoz tense beside him at that. The acknowledgment that this raid might result in federal agent casualties made everyone uncomfortable. Diane looked around the room with an expression that suggested she was giving them an out.

"This is the most dangerous raid we've planned," Diane said. "Ortiz won't surrender, and his men won't either, so expect casualties. Hopefully not ours, but be prepared. If anyone wants to sit this out, speak now."

Silence answered her. Nobody was backing down, not after Colombia and Kane and Wynwood. The team was committed, even knowing the risk, because this was the job.

"Intelligence priority is capturing Ortiz alive if possible," Diane said. "He knows El Serpiente's movements and locations. But don't risk lives for it. Seize the weapons cache, get communications and computers, and obtain information on the remaining three operations. Any intel on El Serpiente's actual location is critical."

The briefing broke up at ten-hundred, and agents dispersed to various preparation tasks. No one had any questions. Morale wasn't the highest, but everyone was committed to seeing this through. Baker found Muñoz limping toward the elevator and caught up to her, taking her arm to help despite knowing she'd probably resist the assistance.

"You should be resting," Baker said, hitting the button for the ground floor.

"I should be preparing for tonight," Muñoz replied, her voice sharp with pain and frustration. "I'm not sitting out the most dangerous raid because of a leg wound."

"Diane might not clear you," Baker said, knowing it would start an argument but needing to say it, anyway.

"Then Diane and I will have a conversation about it," Muñoz said, her jaw set in the stubborn expression Baker knew meant the discussion was over.

"At least come to my place to rest up before we go back in," Baker suggested. "We can spend the time together."

She paused for a moment, then nodded her head in agreement. "I'd like that."

They drove to Baker's apartment in uncomfortable silence, both of them processing the upcoming raid and what it meant that Diane had explicitly warned about casualties. Baker had been a federal agent long enough to know that warnings like that didn't come unless command actually expected people to get hurt, and the thought of Muñoz going into combat with a fresh leg wound made his protective instincts scream once more.

The apartment was quiet when they arrived. The afternoon sun came through the windows and made everything feel deceptively peaceful. Muñoz sat on the couch and elevated her leg like the medical team had ordered, wincing slightly as the movement pulled at the stitches.

"This one scares me," Muñoz said quietly, breaking the silence that had stretched between them since leaving headquarters.

Baker sat beside her and took her hand. "Me too."

"Twenty trained killers in a fortified position," Muñoz continued. "Military weapons, defensive preparations, no intention of surrendering. This is exactly the kind of situation where federal agents get killed."

"I know," Baker said, because there was no point pretending otherwise.

They sat in silence, holding hands while the afternoon light moved across the floor and the clock ticked toward evening. Baker wanted to tell her not to go. He wanted to demand she sit this one out and let someone else take the risk, but he knew Muñoz well enough to understand that asking would only make her more determined.

"If something happens to me," Baker started, but Muñoz cut him off immediately.

"Don't," she said. "Don't do that."

"I need to say it," Baker insisted. "If something happens tonight, I love you. I need you to know that."

"I love you too," Muñoz replied. "But we're both coming home."

"Promise?" Baker asked, knowing it was childish but needing to hear it, anyway.

"We'll make sure of it," Muñoz repeated, squeezing his hand.

The afternoon passed in preparation and quiet companionship, both of them checking gear, reviewing tactics, and trying not to think too hard about the fact that tonight might go very wrong very quickly. By eighteen-hundred, they were back at MBLIS headquarters in the armory, the entire team obsessively checking equipment with the kind of focus that masked their fear.

Ethan and Robbie worked together in comfortable silence, their partnership requiring no words after years of operating together. Robbie checked his phone and smiled slightly at whatever message Aurora had sent, probably telling him to come home safe and that she loved him.

Muñoz and Birn prepared their gear side by side, former partners who'd finally restored their relationship.

"Like old times," Birn said, checking his rifle.

"Except more dangerous," Muñoz replied, loading magazines.

"Marny made me promise to come back," Birn said quietly.

"Baker made me promise the same," Muñoz said, and they exchanged a look that acknowledged the difficulty of making promises they might not be able to keep.

Baker worked alongside Bishop. Bishop was quiet and focused, her expression suggesting she was thinking about Chandler and the conversation they'd probably had about tonight's raid.

"Chandler asked me not to do dangerous raids anymore," Bishop said without looking up from her gear check.

"What did you say?" Baker asked.

"That I'd be careful," Bishop replied. "That's all I could promise."

"Same with Sylvia," Baker said, understanding the impossible position of loving someone while doing a job that sometimes required walking into gunfire.

After everyone had prepped their gear, they all headed back out to the bullpen, but Birn stopped short when he saw a familiar face stepping off the elevator.

Marny Clovis walked in carrying three cake boxes stacked precariously, her blue hair pulled back and her expression determined despite the obvious tension in the room. Birn looked at her in surprise and moved to help her with the boxes before they fell.

"What are you doing here?" Birn asked, taking the top two boxes.

"Bringing cake," Marny said simply. "You said you're all preparing for something dangerous tonight, so I figured you could use something sweet before going to war."

Birn brought the haul into the conference room, and once everything was laid out, Marny opened the boxes to reveal three elaborate cakes. The gesture was so unexpected and so perfectly Marny that some of the tension in the room eased slightly as agents gravitated toward the unexpected treat.

"You made cakes for a pre-battle briefing?" Muñoz asked, limping over to examine the offerings.

"I make cakes for everything," Marny said. "Birthdays, weddings, sending people into combat against drug cartels. It's kind of my thing."

"This is amazing," Bonnie said, already cutting into one of the cakes. "What flavor is this?"

"Dulce de leche with coffee buttercream," Marny said. "Figured you needed something with sugar and caffeine."

The mood lightened fractionally as agents took slices and the conference room transformed briefly from pre-combat preparation into something closer to a team gathering. Marny had known exactly what they needed—a small moment of normalcy before walking into danger.

"Thank you," Birn said quietly, pulling Marny aside. "This was perfect."

"Come back safe," Marny replied, her voice steady but her eyes worried. "I'm not done with you yet."

"Planning on it," Birn said, and they shared a moment that was private despite being surrounded by the team.

Baker found Muñoz sitting at the table, eating cake with an expression that told him she was savoring the normalcy as much as the sugar. He sat beside her, and they ate in comfortable silence while the team continued preparations around them.

"We're going to be okay," Muñoz said, more a statement than a question.

"Yeah," Baker agreed, hoping it was true. "We are."

The team cleaned up the conference room after they'd had their fill of cake, and Marny took the boxes and leftover cake with her, giving Birn a kiss before she headed back toward the elevators. He smiled briefly as she left, but his expression shifted back to all business once she was gone.

The final briefing at twenty-one-hundred was brief and tactical, with aerial photos of the target and street maps of Little Havana spread across the conference table while Diane reviewed escape routes and emergency protocols. Everyone knew their roles, everyone understood the danger, and everyone was committed despite the risk.

"Bring each other home," Diane said, looking at each agent individually. "That's the priority. Catching bad guys is second. You're a team. You're family. Take care of each other."

By twenty-three-hundred, they were loading into armored vehicles, and the FBI was coordinating with SWAT and helicopter support while civilian evacuation continued smoothly in Little Havana. Medical teams were positioned at a safe distance, emergency protocols had been activated, and everything was ready for the most dangerous raid of Phase Two.

The convoy headed toward Little Havana in silence, everyone processing and preparing mentally for what came next. Some agents prayed quietly, some checked their gear one more time, but all of them were getting ready for urban warfare against a fortified position defended by trained killers.

Baker sat beside Muñoz in the transport and held her hand while Miami passed by outside the armored windows.

"Approaching target zone," the driver reported over the radio. "Civilians clear. It's time."

Silence answered him, as weapons were being checked one final time and body armor was adjusted. The convoy slowed as Little Havana came into view, and the agents could see the colorful buildings, Cuban restaurants, and the auto repair shop that held Diego 'Machete' Ortiz and his army of enforcers.

Baker looked at Muñoz one more time, squeezed her hand, and prepared for war.
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My ribs were screaming before we even left the armored vehicle, the cracked bones from Wynwood making every breath a sharp reminder that I probably should have taken more recovery time. Across from me in the vehicle, Robbie sat with his own wrapped ribs, both of us damaged from the last raid and about to walk into something worse.

The armored vehicle rolled down Calle Ocho at oh-one-fifty-five with Little Havana dark and empty around us, civilians evacuated, and the colorful Cuban neighborhood transformed into a combat zone. Ortiz Auto Repair sat ahead like a fortress, lights visible in the windows and security cameras tracking our approach. They knew we were coming. They had known since the evacuation started, and they'd spent the past two hours preparing their defensive positions.

"Surveillance shows sandbags in the windows," Price's voice came through my earpiece. "Twenty-plus heat signatures inside, all concentrated in defensive positions. They're ready for you."

"Copy," I said, checking my rifle despite having checked it a dozen times already. My hands were steady, but my ribs hurt enough to make me wonder if I could actually fight effectively.

Across from me, Robbie was doing the same nervous equipment check, his face pale with pain from the shotgun blast that had nearly killed him. Muñoz was in the other vehicle with her leg wound wrapped tight, the through-and-through from Wynwood still fresh enough that she probably shouldn't be here at all. We were walking into the most dangerous raid of Phase Two, already beat to hell from the previous operations, and the tactical reality was that we were probably going to get hurt worse tonight.

"Alpha Team ready," I reported into the radio, forcing my voice to sound confident.

"Bravo Team ready," Muñoz replied from the second vehicle approaching the rear entrance.

"All teams execute at oh-two-hundred," Diane's voice came through. "Bring each other home."

The clock hit oh-two-hundred, and our armored vehicle accelerated toward the front gate. The driver floored it and smashed through the chain-link fence with enough force to make everyone inside jostle forward. Immediate gunfire erupted from the building. The automatic weapons fire hitting the armored panels sounded like hail on a tin roof.

The vehicle crashed through the auto shop bay door, and I exited first with my rifle up, using the vehicle as cover while four enforcers opened fire from positions behind cars on lifts. Robbie went right while I pushed center, both of us moving through the shop while bullets chewed up concrete and punched holes in the surrounding vehicles.

I dropped one enforcer who exposed himself too long trying to reload; the rounds caught him center mass and spun him sideways into a tool cart. Robbie got another with a burst that shattered the car window the man was hiding behind and found flesh on the other side.

The last two enforcers retreated toward the warehouse door, one of them pulling a grenade from his vest and throwing it toward our position with a smooth motion.

"GRENADE!" I shouted, diving behind the armored vehicle with Robbie beside me.

The explosion was massive in the enclosed shop, and shrapnel hit the vehicle and surrounding cars with enough force to set off a car alarm. My ears were ringing, and my ribs felt like someone had kicked them, but we were alive. The enforcers had run for the warehouse, but in the seconds it took for me to regain my bearings, I lost track of them.

"Breach charge!" I called to Robbie, moving toward the reinforced warehouse door while he pulled explosives from his vest.

Gunfire came through the door before we even got close; the defenders on the other side had anticipated our approach and were shooting blind through steel. Robbie slapped the breach charge on while I provided covering fire.

"FIRE IN THE HOLE!" Robbie shouted, and we backed off before the explosion blew the door inward.

I threw a flashbang through the opening, and we entered a warehouse that was exactly the nightmare Diane had warned about. Eight enforcers were barricaded behind crates of weapons and ammunition, all of them armed with rifles and opening fire the moment we appeared. The warehouse became a kill zone, with bullets everywhere and both of us diving for cover behind steel shelving.

"MBLIS! DROP YOUR WEAPONS!" I shouted, knowing it was pointless.

The enforcers answered with sustained automatic fire that tore chunks out of the shelving and filled the air with ricochets. These men weren't surrendering. They weren't backing down, and they were absolutely willing to die defending this position.

Bravo Team burst through the rear entrance with perfect timing, Muñoz and Birn entering behind their own flashbang and catching the defenders in a crossfire. The enforcers panicked at being caught between two federal teams, and some tried to retreat upstairs while others held their positions and fought.

The combined assault was overwhelming. Three enforcers went down in the first thirty seconds of concentrated fire, two more were wounded and threw down their weapons, and three more retreated up the stairs toward where Ortiz was most definitely making his last stand.

"Warehouse secured!" Muñoz reported, limping slightly as she moved to secure the wounded enforcers.

I looked at the weapons cache visible throughout the warehouse and felt genuine shock at the scale. They had rifles, dozens of grenades, body armor, and thousands of rounds of ammunition. This wasn't a run-of-the-mill cartel enforcement team. This was an army preparing for war.

"Ortiz is upstairs," Birn said, pointing toward the stairwell where gunfire was still coming down. "I overheard them. At least five hostiles ran up there to protect him, and I think he's barricaded in the third-floor apartment. We push up that stairwell, and we're walking into a kill zone."

Baker's voice came through the radio from his exterior position. "We can climb the fire escape and come through the apartment windows. They're focused on the stairwell, so we'll have the element of surprise."

"Do it," I said, knowing it was risky but seeing no better option.

Alpha and Bravo Teams pushed up the stairs to the second floor, providing suppressing fire on the third-floor position while Baker and Bishop climbed the exterior fire escape. The plan was simple: keep Ortiz and his remaining enforcers focused on the stairwell while Baker and Bishop breached through a window and hit them from behind.

We were using professional tactics against professional soldiers, and the outcome would depend on who executed better under pressure.

We reached the third-floor landing and found Ortiz's door open but barricaded, with gunfire coming through in wild bursts while he shouted in Spanish from behind his guards. "Come and die, federales!"

I heard glass breaking from the exterior and knew Baker and Bishop were breaching. We increased fire on the door to keep the defenders focused on our position. We weren't trying to breach, just creating enough noise to cover the window entry.

Baker and Bishop began firing from somewhere inside the apartment we couldn't see, and the guards turned their attention toward the new onslaught. We took the opportunity to drop most of them, but a couple disappeared further into the apartment. The firefight inside the apartment was loud and chaotic, with automatic weapons and shouting and then screaming that suggested someone was hurt. I abandoned the original plan when I heard that. I hit the door with Muñoz beside me, both of us finally breaking through the barricade to find Baker on the floor with blood pouring from his left arm, and Ortiz coming at him with a machete raised. Bishop sent a round through the final guard and then turned to Ortiz.

Bishop took several shots at Ortiz, and I joined in, but his body armor was absorbing the rounds. He advanced on Baker despite taking multiple hits. I fired on full automatic, rounds stitching across Ortiz's chest and finally dropping him when one caught him in an unprotected area under the arm.

He went down hard, and his machete clattered away, bleeding heavily but still alive and trying to reach for a pistol on his belt. Muñoz ripped it away from him and zip-tied him while I moved to Baker, who was conscious but losing blood fast from the deep laceration in his forearm.

"I'm okay," Baker said through gritted teeth, which was obviously a lie.

"Like hell you are," Muñoz said, already applying pressure and calling for a medic. "Stay still."

The building was finally clear at oh-two-thirty. The last enforcement stronghold was secured, and Ortiz, who was in critical condition, was loaded into an ambulance. Twelve of his enforcers were dead, five were wounded, and three had surrendered. There had been no MBLIS deaths, but Baker was being rushed to the hospital with a wound that would require surgery.

I stood in the warehouse, surrounded by the captured arsenal, and tried to calculate the cost. Wynwood had left us injured, and Ortiz had made it worse. Baker was down for the count, Muñoz's leg wound had reopened from the fighting, my ribs were probably cracked worse now, and Robbie looked like he could barely stand.

Three operations down, three more to go.

Muñoz rode in the ambulance with Baker, holding his hand while paramedics worked to stabilize him. I heard her voice through the radio, saying something about partners and love, and Baker was responding despite the pain medication.

"Three down, three to go," I said to Robbie, who was leaning against a wall trying to breathe without aggravating his ribs. "But we're paying a price."

"Yeah," Robbie agreed, looking at the bodies being carried out and the blood on the floor. "We are."

The victory felt hollow, despite being necessary. Ortiz's enforcement arm was destroyed, and his military capability had been eliminated, but federal agents were in the hospital, and the remaining team was beat to hell. We still had three more operations to take down, and El Serpiente was still out there watching his empire collapse.

Diane's voice came through the radio with orders to return to headquarters for debriefing and medical evaluation. The team loaded into our vehicles slowly, everyone moving as if they hurt because everyone did hurt, and the drive back to MBLIS felt longer than usual.

We'd won, but it didn't feel like winning. It felt like surviving, and barely at that.
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MUÑOZ

The emergency room at Miami General Hospital had the particular kind of controlled chaos that comes from a Saturday night in a major city, but the trauma bay where they'd taken Baker was quiet and efficient. Muñoz sat in the waiting area, still wearing her tactical gear with Baker's blood dried on her hands, watching the doors where they'd wheeled him into surgery twenty minutes ago.

The laceration was deep. The machete had cut through muscle and come dangerously close to severing tendons. A two-to-three-hour surgery was expected, according to the trauma surgeon. Baker would be fine, and he would have full function back after physical therapy, but right now, he was unconscious and on an operating table, and Muñoz was trying very hard not to think about how close Ortiz had come to killing him.

The team arrived in waves, everyone still in tactical gear because nobody had thought to change. Ethan and Robbie appeared first, both of them moving carefully because their ribs were barely held together by medical wrapping. Birn came next with Bishop, both of them showing the cuts and bruises from three brutal raids in four days. Diane arrived shortly after in civilian clothes. She'd rushed to the hospital the moment she heard Baker was in surgery.

"How is he?" Diane asked, sitting beside Muñoz in the waiting area.

"Surgery," Muñoz said, her voice rougher than she'd expected. "Deep laceration, muscle damage, but the surgeon thinks he'll be fine. Two to three hours."

Diane nodded and settled into the uncomfortable plastic chair, apparently planning to stay until Baker was out of surgery. The rest of the team found seats nearby, creating a small cluster of tactical gear and exhaustion while nurses and doctors moved past them with practiced indifference.

"That was too close," Diane said after a few minutes of silence. "Baker's lucky. Machete wounds can be fatal if they hit the right arteries."

"I know," Muñoz said. She'd seen the blood and knew exactly how bad it could have been.

"We're taking twenty-four hours of mandatory rest," Diane continued. "Everyone's exhausted, you're all injured, and we need recovery time before the next operation."

"We need to keep pressure on El Serpiente's network," Muñoz started to argue, but Diane cut her off.

"Twenty-four hours. That's an order. Everyone goes home, sleeps, eats, and processes what just happened. We will regroup tomorrow afternoon and plan the next raid. But today, you rest."

Nobody argued, probably because everyone was too tired to mount an effective resistance.

"What about Ortiz?" Muñoz asked, needing to know if the man who'd cut Baker was at least in custody. She'd lost track of the man once the scene had been secured. She'd been too focused on Baker.

"Also in surgery, different OR," Diane said. "Critical but stable, multiple gunshot wounds. He'll survive, and he's under FBI guard. We'll question him when he's conscious, but Ortiz's organization is destroyed. Twenty-plus enforcers dead or arrested, weapons cache seized, and no more enforcement arm protecting El Serpiente's operations."

The victory should have felt better than it did. That was three operations down in four days, a systematic dismantlement of a major cartel network, hundreds of kilos seized, and dozens of arrests. But Baker was in surgery, and the team was beaten to hell, and the cost was starting to feel heavier than the wins.

The surgeon emerged at oh-six-thirty, still in scrubs and looking satisfied. "Agent Baker will be fine. He had a deep laceration with muscle damage, but the tendon was intact. Surgical repair was successful. He's looking at six to eight weeks of recovery with physical therapy, but he'll have full function back."

Muñoz felt something release in her chest that she hadn't realized was wound tight, and the tears came before she could stop them. Ethan's hand landed on her shoulder in silent support while Birn said something about Baker being tough. Bishop looked visibly relieved.

"Can I see him?" Muñoz asked.

"He's in the recovery room, but he's still groggy from the anesthesia," the surgeon said. "Give him twenty minutes to wake up a bit more."

Those twenty minutes felt longer than the entire surgery, but a nurse finally led Muñoz back to the recovery room, where Baker was lying in a hospital bed with his left arm heavily bandaged and immobilized. He was conscious, but clearly affected by pain medication. His eyes tracked her when she entered.

"Did we get him?" Baker asked, his voice slightly slurred.

"We got him," Muñoz said, sitting in the chair beside his bed and taking his good hand. "You got him. Ortiz is in custody."

Baker smiled slightly and closed his eyes. "Good."

The rest of the team gave them privacy, staying in the waiting room while Muñoz sat with Baker and tried to process the fear that had been running through her since she'd seen him bleeding on the floor. They'd talked about the danger before the raid and had both acknowledged the risk, but knowing something intellectually and actually watching it happen were very different things.

"You scared me," Muñoz said quietly.

"Sorry," Baker replied, his eyes still closed but his hand squeezing hers.

"Don't be sorry. Just don't do it again."

"I'll try," Baker said. "No promises, though."

They both smiled despite the tears, despite the exhaustion and pain, and the reality that Baker was out of action for weeks minimum while the team still had three operations to raid. Operating without one of their primary agents would be difficult, but they'd make it work because that was what professionals did.

Diane appeared in the doorway an hour later with orders that everyone go home immediately. "Sleep, shower, eat. We will regroup tomorrow afternoon. Baker's out for this case, and the rest of you need recovery time. The next target is Dr. Wei's production facility, but not today. Today you rest."

The team dispersed slowly at oh-eight-hundred, everyone heading home to process the night's violence in whatever way worked for them. Muñoz heard Ethan on the phone with Tessa, saying he just wanted to hear her voice, and Robbie video-called Aurora, who looked terrified by the blood on his uniform. Birn was talking to Marny and promising to come home and sleep.

Muñoz stayed at the hospital with Baker, sleeping in the chair beside his bed with her hand holding his. Diane didn't make her leave, probably understanding that Muñoz needed to be there more than she needed real rest. The hospital room was quiet except for the medical equipment beeping and Baker's steady breathing, both of them alive and together despite how badly the night could have gone.

Baker woke up periodically throughout the morning. The pain medication kept him groggy but aware enough to squeeze Muñoz's hand now and then and reassure her he was okay. By afternoon, he was more alert and complaining about hospital food, which Muñoz took as a good sign that he was genuinely recovering.

Diane returned that afternoon with intelligence updates from Ortiz's interrogation and planning materials for the next raid. Dr. Wei's production facility in rural Homestead was an underground lab hidden beneath a farm, with four to five chemists and eight to ten guards. It was less defended than Ortiz but still dangerous, and critically important because shutting down production would prevent El Serpiente from replacing the Colombia facility.

"Raid in forty-eight hours," Diane said, showing Muñoz the tactical plans while Baker listened from his hospital bed. "It's a different environment from urban warfare, rural and isolated. The team will be Ethan, Robbie, you, and Birn. We will also have FBI support and DEA involvement for the drug lab expertise."

"I'm cleared for it?" Muñoz asked, knowing her leg wound had reopened during the Ortiz fight.

"Medical says you're functional if you're careful," Diane replied. "But if you need more time, we can adjust assignments."

"I'm good," Muñoz said. Sitting out wasn't an option when they were this close to finishing.

Diane nodded and continued her informal briefing. Tommy's intelligence showed cartel panic across social media and dark web forums. El Serpiente's network was falling apart. Some lieutenants were trying to flee Miami, and the organization was collapsing without supply, distribution, or enforcement.

Diane excused herself after she'd presented everything, assuring both agents that the rest of the team had already been briefed. Muñoz appreciated the visit. It allowed her to stay informed while remaining at Baker's side, and that made her feel less conflicted about where she should be during all this. She suspected Diane knew that, and that had been the reason for her quick visit.

Baker was released from the hospital thirty-six hours later with his arm in a sling and prescriptions for pain management and physical therapy. Muñoz drove him back to his apartment and helped him get settled despite his protests that he could handle it himself.

"Six to eight weeks recovery," Muñoz said, making sure he had everything he needed within reach. "You're out for the rest of this case."

"I know," Baker said, frustration evident in his voice. "It feels wrong not being there."

"You'll be there next time," Muñoz replied, sitting beside him on the couch. "We're almost done. Just three more operations and then we find El Serpiente."

Baker looked at her with an expression of disbelief. "Oh, is that all?" he deadpanned.

"You know what I mean," she said lamely, with a shrug.

Baker opened his mouth as if to retort, but then he shut it again.

"Be careful," Baker said instead. "Come home safe."

"Always," Muñoz promised, hoping it was true.

The team regrouped at MBLIS headquarters not long after Baker had gotten settled at home, everyone looking slightly more recovered but still carrying visible injuries. Ethan and Robbie still had wrapped ribs, Birn had healing cuts, and Muñoz still had a limp from her leg wound. Baker's absence was notable, and the team felt slightly off-balance without him.

But they had a job to finish, and El Serpiente's empire was crumbling fast enough that they couldn't afford to wait for perfect conditions.

Muñoz looked at her team assembled in the conference room and thought about Baker recovering at home. She thought about the cost they'd already paid and the price they'd continue paying before this was over.

"We're almost done," Muñoz said to no one in particular. "Just three more to go."

Ethan nodded from across the table. "Let's finish this."
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The corn stalks were chest high and whispering in the night breeze when we moved through Dr. Wei's fields at oh-three-hundred, the rural darkness of Homestead complete except for the stars overhead and the faint glow of Miami twenty miles north. My ribs were still taped from the Ortiz raid, but at least they'd stopped screaming with every breath, downgraded to a constant ache that I could work through if I moved carefully.

Robbie was beside me with his own wrapped ribs, both of us damaged but functional, and behind us were two FBI tactical agents. I knew Muñoz and Birn were across the way with their own FBI agents. Bishop was out there in position, too, probably the least physically injured of us all, but no less emotionally drained. Knowing she had her sniper rifle trained on the farmhouse was a comfort, at least.

The farmhouse sat ahead in the darkness, looking exactly like what it was supposed to be: a working agricultural property with a main house, barn, and forty acres of crops. Intelligence said the underground lab was accessed through the barn, hidden beneath equipment, and operating on a night shift with minimal personnel. Six heat signatures were visible on thermal imaging, but the underground space was temperature-controlled and invisible to our sensors, meaning we had no idea how many people were actually down there.

"Alpha Team in position," I whispered into my radio, crouching at the edge of the cornfield with a clear view of the barn.

"Bravo Team ready," Birn replied from the opposite side of the property where he and Muñoz were positioned to cut off any retreat.

"Sniper ready," Bishop chimed in from her perch.

"FBI perimeter secure," the tactical coordinator confirmed. "All access roads are blocked. You're clear to proceed."

I moved forward with Robbie beside me, both of us staying low and using the darkness as cover while we approached the barn. We had gas masks ready for breaching a lab like this, which made everything more cumbersome on top of all the other equipment we had with us, but knowing what we were facing, we didn't want to take any chances. Hopefully, we wouldn't need to use them.

Three guards were visible outside with AK-47s, not as professionally trained as Ortiz's military crew but still dangerous enough that we needed to be careful. The plan was a silent takedown if possible, loud if necessary, but preferably we'd secure the entrance before anyone inside the lab knew we were coming.

Birn reached the first guard from behind and took him down with a chokehold that left the man unconscious and zip-tied before he could make a sound. Muñoz got the second guard the same way, moving through shadows with the kind of efficiency that came from years of fieldwork. The third guard turned at the wrong moment and saw us approaching, his mouth opening to shout an alarm that would blow the entire operation.

Robbie's silenced shot was single and precise, dropping the guard before he could make noise. It wasn't ideal, but it had been necessary, and now we had maybe thirty seconds before someone inside noticed that their perimeter was compromised.

The barn's interior was exactly what intelligence had promised. Agricultural equipment was everywhere, and the floor looked normal unless you knew what to look for. The DEA specialist talked in our ears, leading Birn to a hidden control panel that operated the hydraulic lift built into the floor. Robbie and I kept watch, as did Muñoz and the FBI team, but we didn't have to wait long.

"Here we go," Birn said in our ears, and the barn filled with mechanical whining as a large section of floor lifted upward on hidden pistons.

The entrance was revealed as a lit stairwell descending twenty feet underground, and I heard shouting from below in Spanish and English as people realized federal agents were breaching their facility. They knew we were here now, and the element of surprise was gone, meaning the next part was going to be loud and dangerous.

I led the descent with my rifle up and Robbie behind me, both of us moving down the concrete stairs while Muñoz and Birn followed, and the four FBI tactical agents brought up the rear. The stairwell was narrow and defensible, exactly the kind of space that could turn into a kill zone if defenders were positioned right, but we reached the bottom without taking fire.

The steel door at the base was locked from the inside. Voices shouted behind it, and I heard the sound of people scrambling to hide or destroy evidence. I could smell chemicals even through the door, that distinctive synthetic odor that suggested serious production capacity.

"Breach charge," I said to Robbie, who slapped explosives on the door while everyone backed up the stairs.

"FIRE IN THE HOLE!" Robbie shouted, and the explosion was massive in the confined space, blowing the door inward and filling the stairwell with smoke and a chemical smell.

I threw tear gas through the opening and went in behind it with my rifle up, entering an underground lab that was immediately wrong. Intelligence had said four to five chemists and maybe two guards, six people total, matching thermal signatures from above. But the space that opened up in front of me was larger than expected, and there were at least twelve people visible through the tear gas, half of them armed and taking defensive positions behind equipment.

"CONTACT!" I shouted, diving behind a steel table as automatic weapons fire erupted from three different positions.

The thermal imaging had missed them because they'd been in shielded areas, sections of the underground lab that were lead-lined or thermally isolated in ways our sensors couldn't penetrate. Now we were in a confined space with twice as many hostiles as expected and enough volatile chemicals around us that one wrong shot could kill everyone in the room.

Robbie went right while I pushed center, both of us moving through the industrial chemistry equipment while bullets chewed up the concrete and shattered the glass beakers around us. One of the guards was positioned behind a fume hood, firing in controlled bursts. His rounds got close enough that I felt the air displacement as they passed.

I returned fire and caught him in the shoulder, spinning him sideways but not dropping him. He fell back behind better cover while a second guard appeared from a doorway I hadn't even known existed and opened fire with what sounded like a submachine gun on full automatic.

The FBI tactical agents were pushing in behind us, but the narrow entry point meant we couldn't bring our numbers to bear effectively; everyone was bottlenecked at the door while defenders had the entire lab space to work with. Muñoz and Birn split left to flank but immediately encountered two more guards who'd been waiting in ambush, the firefight spreading across the underground space in a chaotic mess of gunfire and chemical smoke.

"There are too many!" Muñoz shouted over the radio.

One of the chemists broke from cover and ran for what looked like a control panel on the far wall, moving with a purpose that suggested he wasn't just trying to escape. I tracked him with my rifle but couldn't get a clean shot through the equipment, and he reached the panel and started hitting switches before anyone could stop him.

The ventilation system immediately shut down with a mechanical groan that was audible even over the gunfire, and I realized what he'd done. No ventilation in a space full of volatile chemicals and tear gas meant we were about to have serious problems with air quality. If anyone hit the wrong container, we'd all suffocate or burn before we could escape.

"VENTILATION'S DOWN!" one of the FBI agents shouted from near the entrance. "We need to finish this fast or evacuate!"

But evacuating meant leaving the lab operational and the suspects free to destroy evidence or escape through any exits we didn't know about. Finishing fast was the only real option. After getting my gas mask into place, I pushed forward through the chemical haze with Robbie beside me, both of us trying to close the distance with the defenders.

The guard with the submachine gun appeared from behind a distillation column and opened fire at close range, his rounds stitching across the floor and up toward my chest before I could react. I dove sideways and felt my ribs protest violently as I hit the concrete, making the movement agonizing enough that I momentarily lost my grip on my rifle.

Robbie shot the guard twice in the chest and dropped him, then pulled me back to cover while I recovered my weapon and tried to breathe through the pain. I'd just absolutely made my ribs worse.

"You good?" Robbie asked, his voice muffled through his gas mask.

"Yeah," I lied, getting my rifle up and scanning for targets.

The firefight was spreading across the lab in a confused mess. Muñoz and Birn had pushed through to the left side and were engaged with two guards near what looked like a storage area, their muzzle flashes visible through the chemical smoke. The smoke was getting thicker as the ventilation remained off.

One of the chemists suddenly appeared right in front of me with a pistol in hand, not running or hiding but deliberately taking aim. I registered in the half-second before I fired that this wasn't a scared scientist trying to destroy evidence. This was someone with combat training who'd been merely posing as lab personnel.

My shot caught him in the chest, but he got one off that passed close enough to my head that I felt the heat. He went down hard, and I moved past him to find three more chemists huddled behind equipment; these actually looked like civilians who were terrified and unarmed.

"ON THE GROUND!" I shouted, and they complied immediately.

The real problem became apparent when I pushed deeper into the lab and found a reinforced steel door that definitely hadn't been in our intelligence briefing. It was the kind of barrier that suggested a panic room or safe room built into the underground structure. The door was closed and locked from the inside, and I heard voices behind it. One mentioned Dr. Wei by name, telling him to stay put.

"Panic room," I said into the radio. "Wei's inside with at least two others, reinforced door, probably armed."

"Can we breach it?" Diane's voice came through.

I looked at the door. It had chemical equipment surrounding it, and the air quality was getting noticeably worse as volatile compounds mixed with the tear gas. "Not quickly and not safely. This door's designed to resist explosives, and we're in a chemical hazard zone."

Behind me, the firefight was winding down as the last defenders were either killed or surrendered, but we still had Wei and whoever was with him locked in a room that we couldn't easily access. The air was getting harder to breathe even through the gas mask filters, and I heard the DEA specialist shouting something into my earpiece about toxic fume buildup. We needed to get people out of the lab soon.

Muñoz appeared through the smoke, looking worse than she should, her movements unsteady and her breathing labored even through her mask. "Something's wrong," she said, her voice rough. "I can taste metal, and my vision's blurry."

"Chemical exposure," the DEA specialist said immediately as I moved to check her. "She needs decon now. Whatever she got hit with is getting through the mask."

Birn was there instantly, supporting Muñoz as she started to sway. "I'm fine," she protested, but her words were slurred enough to prove she wasn't.

"Get her out," I ordered, knowing that losing Muñoz to chemical exposure was a real possibility if we didn't act fast. "Birn, take her topside for decon."

"What about Wei?" Birn asked, torn between getting his partner to safety and finishing the mission.

"We'll handle it," I said, watching as Muñoz tried to protest but couldn't form words properly. "Go. Now."

Birn half-carried Muñoz toward the exit while the DEA specialist called for hazmat teams to be ready for emergency decontamination. He announced he'd be joining us soon to test the air quality. That left me and Robbie and the four FBI tactical agents to deal with a panic room we couldn't breach quickly, air quality that was rapidly becoming dangerous, and the growing realization that this operation had gone from controlled raid to desperate containment situation. And I needed to keep the DEA specialist in mind, knowing that he'd eventually be down here and exposed, too.

"Wei!" I shouted at the panic room door. "We have the lab secured and all your people in custody! You can come out peacefully, or we can wait you out, but either way, you're done!"

There was silence from inside, then Wei's accented voice came through, muffled by steel. "I want immunity! Full immunity, or I destroy everything in here!"

"You're not getting immunity!" I shouted back. "But if you surrender now, we can negotiate. If you destroy evidence, that negotiation gets a lot harder!"

There was more silence, then the sound of something heavy being moved inside the panic room. I heard voices arguing in what sounded like Mandarin, and it seemed like Wei and at least one other person were debating their options while we stood in a chemical hazard zone that was getting more dangerous by the minute.

The DEA specialist appeared beside me with a gas mask on and a handheld air quality monitor that was showing numbers I didn't like. "We need to evacuate in the next ten minutes or start wearing full hazmat suits. The chemical mix in here is getting toxic, and the tear gas isn't helping."

"Can we force the door?" I asked.

"Not without heavy equipment or a lot of time, and we don't have either," the specialist replied. "That's a serious panic room, probably built to withstand anything short of sustained demolition."

I looked at the door and the lab around us and tried to calculate options. We could evacuate and set up a perimeter, then wait for Wei to run out of air or get desperate enough to surrender. We could try to restore ventilation and improve the air quality enough to wait longer. Or we could find another way to access the panic room that didn't involve breaching the main door.

"Is there ventilation in that room?" I asked the DEA specialist.

"Has to be," he replied. "They can't survive in a sealed room for long. Probably tied to the main system or has an independent air supply."

"Find it," I ordered. "If we can control his air, we can force surrender without breaching."

The specialist moved through the lab with two of his own FBI agents, searching for ventilation ducts or air supply systems while I kept my rifle trained on the panic room door and tried to breathe through a gas mask filter that was starting to feel inadequate. My ribs were a constant ache, and I could taste chemicals even through the mask—that distinctive bitter flavor that meant trouble.

"Got it!" the specialist called from near the ceiling where a ventilation duct disappeared into the wall. "Independent air supply, probably filtered and pressurized. If we cut it, he's got maybe thirty minutes before CO2 buildup becomes a problem."

"Do it," I said.

The specialist used bolt cutters on the duct, and I heard the immediate change in air pressure. I counted to sixty to let the reality sink in for everyone inside, then called through the door again.

"Wei! We just cut your air supply! You've got maybe thirty minutes before you start having serious problems! Come out now, and we can all walk away from this!"

There was more silence, followed by muttered debating that I couldn't make out. We waited outside the door patiently, knowing it was only a matter of time before we got our way, though the DEA specialist looked like he was ready to bolt at a moment's notice as he repeatedly checked his air quality monitor.

The door opened five minutes later with Wei and two guards emerging with their hands up, all three of them looking pale and shaken as the FBI agents secured them with zip ties. Wei was talking before anyone even asked questions, his earlier defiance replaced by desperate cooperation as he realized exactly how trapped he'd been.

"I'll tell you everything," Wei said, his accent thicker under stress. "Torres, Mendez, all of it. Just get me out of this place."

We extracted at oh-four-thirty with eleven prisoners secured, including Wei and the ex-military "chemist" who'd turned out to be a professional security operative posing as lab staff, just as I'd assumed. The lab was destroyed and would probably require hazmat cleanup for days, but we had what we'd come for.

Muñoz was outside receiving emergency decontamination when we reached the surface. The hazmat teams were washing her down with chemical neutralizers while medical personnel checked her vitals and administered oxygen. She was conscious and coherent, which the medics said was a good sign, but she'd been exposed to something toxic enough that they wanted her transported to the hospital for observation.

"I'm fine," Muñoz protested weakly as they loaded her into an ambulance, but the hazmat team member pointed out to her that the metallic taste and blurred vision suggested otherwise.

"Hospital," I said firmly as I finished my approach. "Get checked out properly; make sure whatever you breathed in isn't going to cause problems later."

Birn climbed into the ambulance with her despite the medics saying there wasn't room, his expression making it clear he wasn't taking no for an answer. The doors closed, and the ambulance pulled away with its lights flashing, leaving the rest of us standing in a field in rural Homestead in the dark.

An FBI team ran into the building, donned in hazmat suits to collect samples and gather evidence, but I knew they wouldn't be in there long. This entire area was unsafe and needed to be destroyed as soon as possible.

The charges detonated shortly after the evidence collection was complete, collapsing the barn and underground lab in a controlled explosion that buried equipment and chemicals permanently. I watched the structure come down and thought about how close we'd come to losing Muñoz to chemical exposure, and how the operation that was supposed to be cleaner than urban warfare had turned into its own kind of nightmare.

"Four down," Robbie said beside me, looking at the destruction. "But that was too close."

"Yeah," I agreed, my ribs throbbing and my lungs still burning from whatever I'd breathed underground. "It was."

We reached MBLIS headquarters not long afterward, with most of the team in need of medical evaluation and Wei already talking in an FBI vehicle about Torres and Mendez and everything else he knew. That made four operations dismantled in five days, but the cost was adding up faster than I'd expected.

Diane was waiting with coffee and a medical team that immediately started checking everyone for chemical exposure, taking blood samples, administering oxygen, and documenting symptoms that ranged from minor respiratory irritation to Muñoz's more serious exposure. The preliminary assessment was that she'd inhaled a mixture of industrial solvents and tear gas that had overwhelmed her mask's filters, toxic enough to require overnight observation but probably not causing permanent damage.

"She got lucky," the medic told me. "Another few minutes, and this could have been a lot worse."

Diane gathered us to brief us on the next raid, but the entire time, my mind was spinning, thinking about all the moving pieces we were handling.

I called the hospital an hour after we got to headquarters and got transferred to Muñoz's room, where Birn answered her phone. "She's sleeping," he said quietly. "Doctors say she'll be fine, but they want to keep her for twenty-four hours. Her oxygen levels are improving, and the chest X-ray looks clear."

"Good," I said, feeling relief that was probably visible in my voice. "Tell her to take the time she needs. We've got Torres in forty-eight hours, but she doesn't have to be there if she's not ready."

"She'll be ready," Birn replied with certainty. "Muñoz doesn't sit out operations."

"I don't doubt it," I said, even though I would have completely understood if she sat this next raid out.

I hung up and got ready to go. Diane had given us another mandatory rest period, and I was going to take full advantage of it. I headed downstairs and slid into the driver's seat of my Corvette, too tired to think too much about anything other than my bed, and maybe Tessa.

Baker called while I was driving home, and I picked up my phone immediately.

"I'm watching the news coverage," he said without preamble once the call connected. "They're saying chemical exposure and multiple hospitalizations. How bad is it, really?"

"Muñoz got hit with something toxic," I replied honestly. "She's in the hospital for observation, but doctors say she'll be fine. The rest of us have minor respiratory irritation, but nothing serious."

"I know about her," Baker replied. "Birn called me. What about the raid itself?"

"Twice as many people as thermal showed, panic room situation, air quality went to hell," I rattled off. "We got Wei and eleven others arrested, and the lab was destroyed, but it was messier than it should have been."

"Four down," Baker said, and I heard the frustration in his voice at being stuck at home while the team was getting hurt. "Two to go."

"Two to go," I confirmed.

"She said we were almost there," Baker muttered, and I knew he was talking about Muñoz. "But it sure doesn't feel like it."

"No, it really doesn't," I admitted. "Talk to you later."

"Yeah," Baker replied. "Later."

We hung up, and I made it home to an empty house that felt quieter than usual. Tessa had left suddenly to take a last-minute photography gig, and even though I hadn't exactly expected her to stick around while I beat myself up, I'd kind of been wishing she would. I pulled out my phone and checked the time difference, calculating that it was late afternoon where she was, and hit the video call button.

Tessa answered on the third ring, looking sun-tired and happy in a way that suggested the assignment was going well. "Hey," she said, her smile faltering slightly when she got a good look at me. "You look terrible. What happened?"

"Underground drug lab, chemical exposure, firefight in a confined space," I said, dropping onto the couch and trying not to wince as my ribs protested. "Four operations down in five days. Muñoz is in the hospital for observation, but she'll be fine."

"Ethan," Tessa said, her expression shifting to concern. "Are you okay?"

"Ribs are worse, lungs hurt from whatever I breathed in, but nothing permanent," I replied honestly. "We got Wei and destroyed the production facility, so it was a win. Just messier than it should have been."

Tessa was quiet for a moment, studying my face through the screen. "How much more do you have to do?"

"Two operations," I said. "Torres for street coordination, Mendez for money laundering."

"And then you rest," Tessa said, not quite making it a question.

"And then I rest," I agreed. "How's the assignment going?"

She let me change the subject and spent ten minutes telling me about the wildlife conservation story she was covering, about elephant migration patterns, anti-poaching efforts, and the people she'd been interviewing. I listened and let her voice wash over me, the normalcy of it helping to push back the chemical smell that was still in my sinuses and the exhaustion that made everything feel heavier than it should.

"I miss you," I said when she paused.

"I miss you too," Tessa replied, her smile softening. "Two more weeks, and I'm back. We can dig into the Dragon's Rogue stuff, maybe take some actual time off together."

"Yeah," I said, thinking about Professor Snyder's revelation that Jonathan Finch-Hatton and Captain Grendel might be the same person. "I'd like that."

We talked for another twenty minutes before Tessa had to go to an evening interview, both of us reluctant to hang up but knowing we had to. I sat on the couch after the call ended and stared at the dark screen for a while, then forced myself up to shower and try to sleep despite knowing I'd probably just lie awake thinking about the next raid.

I slept for six hours and woke up to calls from Diane saying Muñoz was being released from the hospital with orders to rest, but she was cleared for light duty. Wei was cooperating fully, providing detailed intelligence on Torres's street network and Mendez's money laundering that would let us coordinate the final two operations.

The team regrouped that evening at MBLIS headquarters, everyone looking tired and hurt but still functional. Muñoz was there despite medical recommendations, moving carefully and still coughing occasionally from the chemical exposure. Birn stayed close to her with protective attention, and I knew he'd probably argued against her coming back this soon.

"Torres next," Diane said, pulling up intelligence on screens around the conference room. "Street coordination, multiple safe houses, thirty-plus dealers. We hit all locations simultaneously in a few hours, with maximum coordination across multiple agencies. As soon as the rest of the team arrives, I'll share more details."

I looked at the agents in the room with me and saw people who were injured and exhausted and probably should have taken more recovery time, but who were here anyway because we were too close to stopping to rest properly now. Four operations were down, two were remaining, and then we had the final hunt for El Serpiente himself.
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The briefing room at MBLIS headquarters was crowded at eighteen-hundred with representatives from FBI tactical, DEA field operations, and Miami PD all jammed around tables now covered in maps and surveillance photos of Overtown. Diane stood at the front with a presentation showing six addresses highlighted in red, each one representing a safe house in Jasmine Torres's decentralized street network.

Muñoz sat in the back row with her leg elevated. Her expression made it clear that she was about to argue with someone, probably about the medical evaluation that had happened an hour ago. Birn was beside her, looking like he was trying very hard not to say whatever he was thinking, and Baker had video-called in from his apartment, where he was still recovering from the machete wound.

"Torres operates differently from the other lieutenants," Diane said. "No central headquarters, no single vulnerable location. She runs six safe houses across Overtown with thirty-plus street dealers moving between them. If we hit one location, she'll know immediately and disappear into the others."

I looked at the addresses and tried to calculate the logistics of hitting all six simultaneously with enough force to prevent anyone from escaping or warning the other sites. The math was brutal, requiring massive coordination and splitting our already damaged team across multiple operations.

"Simultaneous raids at oh-four-hundred," Diane continued. "Six teams, six locations, radio silence until breach. We overwhelm all positions at once and dismantle the entire network before anyone knows what's happening."

Muñoz's hand went up before Diane could continue. "Team assignments. Where am I?"

"Medical leave," Diane said without hesitation. "Effective immediately."

"My leg is fine," Muñoz started, but Diane cut her off with a look that could have stripped paint.

"Your leg is injured, and the wound reopened during the Ortiz raid," Diane said, her voice sharp enough to make everyone in the room pay attention. "You were hospitalized yesterday for chemical exposure. Medical says you're not cleared for field operations, and I never should have let you go to the Wei raid with that leg injury in the first place."

"I can still operate," Muñoz protested, starting to stand and immediately grimacing as her leg refused to cooperate properly.

"Sit down," Diane ordered. "You're done until medical clears you properly, and that's not happening before we finish this case. Baker's out with the arm, you're out with the leg and lungs, and that's final. You can coordinate from the command van with Baker if you want to feel useful, but you're not breaching any doors."

Muñoz sat with an expression that was pure frustration mixed with the kind of anger that came from knowing someone was right but hating it, anyway. Baker's face on the video screen showed similar feelings; both of them were sidelined while their team went into danger without them.

Diane moved on to tactical details without giving Muñoz room to argue further. "Team assignments. Team One, primary target at 1847 NW 3rd Avenue, where Torres herself is predicted to be located. Marston and Holm will lead with four FBI tactical agents. Team Two, lieutenant operations at 953 NW 2nd Street, Birn, with four FBI tactical. Team Three, dealer meetup at 1456 NW 1st Court, Bishop, with six FBI tactical. Teams Four through Six are FBI and DEA leads on the remaining locations."

The briefing lasted two hours, with representatives from each agency coordinating timing, communication protocols, and backup procedures for when things went wrong. By the time we broke at twenty-hundred, everyone understood their roles and the reality that this was the most complex operation we'd attempted during the entire Phase Two dismantlement.

I found Muñoz in the hallway afterward, leaning against the wall. Birn hovered nearby with a kind of protective attention.

"You okay?" I asked, knowing the answer.

"No," Muñoz said bluntly. "I should be out there."

"You should be in a hospital bed," I replied honestly. "Your leg gave out during Ortiz, and you nearly suffocated in Wei's lab. Diane's right."

"I know," Muñoz admitted, the anger draining into exhaustion. "Doesn't mean I have to like it."

"Command van," I said. "You and Baker can coordinate surveillance and provide tactical support over comms. Not the same as breaching doors, but still important."

"Yeah," Muñoz said, not sounding convinced but accepting it. "Just bring everyone home."

"We will," I promised.
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The command van was parked three blocks from the primary target at oh-three-thirty. Muñoz and Baker both wore headsets and monitored six different video feeds from surveillance drones positioned over each safe house. Diane was coordinating from MBLIS headquarters, but the van gave real-time tactical oversight that headquarters couldn't provide, putting two experienced agents in position to spot problems before they became critical.

I was in an unmarked vehicle two blocks from 1847 NW 3rd Avenue with Robbie beside me and four FBI tactical agents in the back. My ribs were taped tight enough to restrict breathing, but at least they weren't screaming anymore. That had been a helpful improvement during the last raid, and I was hopeful it'd remain that way.

"Team One, you've got movement on the second floor," Muñoz's voice came through my earpiece. "Two heat signatures, both armed based on positioning. The ground floor shows four more, all in the living room area."

"Copy," I said quietly, watching the three-story house ahead where two guards stood on the front porch smoking and talking like they didn't have a care in the world.

"All teams in position," Diane's voice came through from headquarters. "Breach in five minutes on my mark. Radio silence until execution."

The next five minutes felt longer than they should have, sitting in darkness and watching a house where people were about to have a very bad morning. Robbie was doing his nervous equipment check beside me, both of us damaged from previous raids but functional enough to lead the primary team going after Torres herself.

"All teams, execute on my mark," Diane's voice came through at exactly oh-four-hundred. "Three, two, one, GO GO GO."

I was out of the vehicle and moving toward the house before she finished speaking, using darkness and the element of surprise to cover the approach while Robbie flanked from the opposite side. The two guards on the porch were comfortable enough in their territory that they weren't paying real attention to the shadows moving through the pre-dawn, both of them focused on their conversation instead of watching for approaches.

I reached the first guard and took him down with a chokehold that left him unconscious and zip-tied in under ten seconds. Robbie got the second guard the same way, both of us clearing the porch silently and stacking at the front door while the four FBI tactical agents moved into position behind us.

The door went down under a battering ram, and I was through immediately with my rifle up, entering a living room where four dealers were counting money at a table, and every single one of them was reaching for weapons the moment they saw federal agents breaching their safe house.

"FEDERAL AGENTS! HANDS UP!" I shouted, knowing it was useless, but the procedure required it.

The first dealer got his pistol clear and fired wildly, rounds punching into the walls and ceiling as I dove right behind a couch. The living room exploded into gunfire from multiple directions, dealers firing from behind furniture while FBI agents pushed through the door and immediately took contact.

I heard one of the FBI agents grunt and go down behind me, hit somewhere despite his tactical vest. Another agent was returning fire over my head at a dealer positioned behind an overturned table, both of them exchanging rounds in a confined space that made every shot deafening.

Robbie was already moving right along the wall, firing controlled bursts at a dealer who was using the kitchen doorway as cover. The dealer went down hard, and Robbie kept pushing, clearing angles and engaging targets with the kind of professional aggression that came from years of close-quarters combat training.

I came up from behind the couch and caught a dealer center mass as he tried to reposition, dropping him with three rounds that punched through his chest and threw him backward into a wall. The last dealer in the living room was firing wildly at anything that moved, his rounds hitting FBI agents' body armor hard enough to knock one of them down, gasping.

"TEAM ONE, HEAVY CONTACT!" I shouted into my radio while shooting at the wild dealer and finally dropping him. "GROUND FLOOR SECURE, BUT WE'VE GOT WOUNDED!"

"Team Two engaged, multiple hostiles, taking fire from second-floor windows!" Birn's voice came through immediately, strained with the kind of stress that meant his raid was going just as badly as mine.

"Team Three breached, they were waiting for us, it's a damned ambush!" Bishop's voice was nearly drowned out by automatic weapons fire in the background.

The living room was chaos. Two FBI agents were down but alive, both of them groaning and trying to get back up despite taking rounds to their vests that had probably cracked ribs. I moved past them toward the stairs where I'd seen movement during the initial breach, knowing Torres was likely up there and probably trying to escape right now.

"STAIRS!" Robbie shouted, already pushing past me and taking point.

We hit the stairwell and immediately took fire from the second floor. Someone with an automatic weapon sprayed rounds down at us, forcing both of us back into the living room. One of the FBI agents tried to follow us and caught a round in the shoulder. It spun him sideways, the hit penetrating where his vest didn't cover and dropping him. His blood began to spread across the floor fast.

"AGENT DOWN!" I called into the radio. "Team One needs medical now!"

"Team Four taking casualties, suspects have fucking grenades, we're falling back!" another voice came through the comms, overlapping with reports from Team Five about barricaded suspects and Team Six requesting backup for a pursuit of fleeing dealers.

The simultaneous raids that were supposed to be overwhelming shows of force had turned into six separate firefights happening at once, and suddenly, I was trying to coordinate a chaotic situation while pinned down in a living room.

"Muñoz, I need eyes on the second floor!" I said into my radio.

"Thermal shows two hostiles in the front bedroom, both armed," Muñoz replied instantly, her voice tight with frustration at not being able to do more than watch. "That must be Torres in the rear bedroom alone. She's moving toward the window."

"She's running," I said to Robbie. "We need to push that stairwell now, or she's gone."

Robbie pulled a flashbang from his vest and threw it up the stairs blind, both of us turning away as it detonated with enough force to make the house shake. The automatic weapons fire stopped temporarily, and we pushed up fast, taking the stairs two at a time while the defenders were still disoriented.

The second-floor hallway was narrow and filled with smoke from the flashbang. Two doors were open, showing bedrooms, and one was closed at the end of the hall where Torres had to be. The front bedroom erupted with gunfire as we reached the top of the stairs. Two shooters had recovered from the flashbang faster than I'd expected.

I went down flat on the hallway floor while Robbie pressed against the wall, both of us returning fire into the bedroom while rounds chewed up the surrounding hallway. One of the FBI agents made it to the top of the stairs and immediately took a burst to his vest that knocked him backward down the steps, his body tumbling and hitting hard enough that I heard bones break.

The agent shouted some obscenities from the bottom of the stairs, alive but definitely not okay.

The front bedroom shooters were professional, using proper cover and firing in controlled bursts that kept us pinned in the hallway. I threw another flashbang through their doorway and followed it with sustained fire, trying to suppress them enough that Robbie could move toward Torres's room.

One of the shooters went down from my fire, his body visible through the doorway as he collapsed behind a dresser. The second shooter kept firing, but his position was compromised now, and Robbie got an angle on him from the hallway and dropped him with a burst that ended the resistance from the front bedroom.

"Team Two, officer down, we need immediate evac!" Birn's voice came through the radio, genuinely panicked. "Agent's been hit in the neck, he's bleeding out!"

"Team Three has secured twelve suspects, but we've got two agents wounded, one seriously!" Bishop reported.

"Team Four retreating, suspects threw two grenades, and we can't advance without heavy casualties!" someone else called.

I pushed toward Torres's door at the end of the hallway while reports of casualties and tactical failures poured through my earpiece from five other locations across Overtown. The door was locked, and I could hear scrambling on the other side. Torres was clearly trying to escape through the window before we could breach.

I kicked the door hard enough to splinter the frame and went through with my rifle up, finding Torres in a rear bedroom, throwing a duffel bag out the window. I recognized her immediately from all the documentation we'd gone over in our briefing. She turned when the door crashed open, and I saw her reaching for a pistol on the dresser beside her.

"DON'T!" I shouted, my rifle trained on her center mass.

Torres grabbed the pistol anyway and brought it up in a smooth motion. For a second, I thought I was going to have to shoot her, my finger tightening on the trigger while she aimed at my chest. Then Robbie appeared in the doorway behind me with his rifle up and his voice cutting through the tension.

"Drop it, or you die right now," Robbie said, his tone making it clear he wasn't bluffing.

Torres froze, her pistol halfway to firing position, her eyes darting between Robbie and me as she calculated odds that weren't in her favor. The pistol clattered to the floor, and her hands went up slowly, the fight draining out of her as she realized she was trapped.

"Okay," Torres said, her voice steady despite the situation. "Okay, I surrender."

I moved forward and secured her with zip ties while Robbie cleared the rest of the upstairs, both of us working through adrenaline that made everything feel simultaneously too fast and too slow. Torres was crying by the time I got her secured, angry tears that suggested she understood exactly how bad her situation was.

"Jasmine Torres, you're under arrest," I said, pulling her to her feet.

"Team One, primary target secured," I reported into my radio. "But we've got multiple wounded agents down here. Where's our medical support?"

"En route to all locations," Diane's voice came through. "Team Two's agent is critical; they're extracting him now. All other teams report casualties, but nothing immediately life-threatening."

I helped Torres down the stairs, stepping over spent brass and blood and the bodies of dealers who'd chosen to fight instead of surrender. The living room was a disaster. Three FBI agents were down, one with a shoulder wound that was bleeding badly enough to need immediate pressure, another with cracked ribs from taking multiple rounds to his vest, and the third who'd fallen down the stairs and was pretty sure he'd broken his arm.

"Damn," Robbie said, looking at the casualties. "This was supposed to be an overwhelming force."

"They were waiting for us," one of the wounded FBI agents said through gritted teeth while another agent applied pressure to his shoulder wound. "Had defensive positions ready, knew exactly where we'd breach. Someone tipped them off."

I looked at Torres and saw her expression shift slightly, something that might have been satisfaction mixed with fear. "You knew we were coming," I said.

"El Serpiente always knows," Torres replied quietly. "You think you've been hunting him, but he's been three steps ahead the entire time. He knew you'd come for me eventually and told me to be ready. Said when the feds finally showed up, make them pay for every inch."

"Team Two secured, four suspects in custody, two dead, but Agent Morrison is critical with a neck wound," Birn's voice came through the radio. "He's being airlifted to a trauma center now."

"Team Three clear, twelve suspects arrested, two agents wounded but stable," Bishop reported.

"Team Four had to abort, suspects threw three grenades, and we couldn't advance safely," another voice said. "Five suspects escaped through a back exit before we could contain them."

"Team Five secured, minimal resistance, six arrests," the DEA coordinator reported, the only team that seemed to have gotten lucky.

"Team Six, we're in foot pursuit of three suspects heading north on NW 2nd Avenue," the final team called in. "Requesting backup for containment."

By oh-four-forty-five, all six locations were either secured or had suspects in the wind, but the cost was visible in the casualty reports flooding into the command channel. Agent Morrison from Team Two was critical with a neck wound that might kill him before he reached the hospital. Four other agents had serious injuries requiring immediate transport. Another eight had minor wounds or injuries from taking rounds to body armor that had saved their lives but left them with cracked ribs and massive bruising.

The overwhelming victory we'd planned had turned into a brutal, grinding fight across six locations simultaneously, and the only reason we'd succeeded at all was that we'd brought enough people that casualties didn't stop the operations.

I rode in the back of an FBI vehicle with Torres zip-tied and silent, watching Overtown wake up to the aftermath of six federal raids. Police had cordoned off multiple blocks, and residents were emerging from their houses to see dozens of arrests happening in their front yards.

"You think you won," Torres said quietly as we pulled away from the safe house. "But all you did was prove El Serpiente was right about you. Predictable, aggressive, and willing to sacrifice your own people just to take down his network. He's been counting on exactly that."

"Everyone gets caught eventually," I replied, too tired to engage with her psychological games.

"Maybe," Torres said. "Or maybe some people are smarter than you federal agents give them credit for."

We reached MBLIS headquarters at oh-five-thirty. Torres was secured in an interrogation room, and casualty reports were still coming in from the hospitals where wounded agents were being treated. Agent Morrison was in emergency surgery with his neck wound, and the other serious injuries were stabilized, but they were all looking at weeks of recovery time.

Diane pulled me into her office before I could even get coffee, her expression grim enough that I knew the news wasn't good.

"Morrison's in surgery now, fifty-fifty chance according to the trauma team," she told me before I could sit down. "Four other agents are hospitalized with serious injuries. Eight more have minor wounds or injuries that'll keep them out of action for days at a minimum."

"Casualties?" I asked, meaning the suspects.

"Six dead across all locations, eleven wounded, thirty-seven arrested, including Torres," Diane replied. "Five suspects escaped from Team Four's location and are currently being pursued by Miami PD. It's a win on paper, but the cost was higher than it should have been."

"Torres said they were waiting for us," I told her. "Either we have a leak, or he's good enough to predict our tactics."

"Or both," Diane said, her expression darkening. "I already know what Torres said. Price is analyzing all communications and checking for security breaches, but if El Serpiente has someone inside providing intelligence, we've got a serious problem."

Robbie appeared in the doorway looking like he'd aged five years in the past two hours. "Medical says my ribs are worse, probably because I dove on a hallway floor while getting shot at. They want me on restricted duty."

"Everyone's on restricted duty until we raid Mendez," Diane said firmly. "Including you, Marston. Medical evaluation for everyone who was in the field tonight, no exceptions. We hit Claudia Mendez tomorrow morning at oh-six-hundred, and I need everyone to be functional, not running on adrenaline and ignoring injuries."

I wanted to argue, but I knew she was right. My ribs felt worse than they had before the raid. Robbie looked like he could barely stand upright, and Birn had just arrived, looking pale and shaken from watching an agent nearly die right in front of him.

"Five operations down," I said. "One more lieutenant, then we find El Serpiente."

"If we can find him," Diane replied. "Torres is claiming she's never met him face to face, always through intermediaries and encrypted communications. Same story we've heard from every other lieutenant. We dismantle his entire network, and the man himself is still a ghost."

Muñoz and Baker arrived from the command van a moment later, looking frustrated and helpless, both of them having watched the raids go wrong without being able to do anything about it. Muñoz was limping worse than before, probably from sitting in the van with her leg in one position for hours, and Baker's arm was clearly bothering him despite the pain medication.

"Morrison?" Muñoz asked immediately.

"Surgery, fifty-fifty," Diane replied. "Everyone else will survive, but we paid a price tonight."

Anger radiated off Muñoz's face, and she turned and limped off toward the break room.

"I'm going to grab some coffee and splash some water on my face," I muttered as I turned and walked out of Diane's office after Muñoz.

The team assembled in the conference room a short while later for debriefing, everyone looking like they'd been through a war because they had been. Birn had new bruises blooming on his face, and his hands were shaking slightly from the adrenaline crash. Bishop had a cut above her eye that was causing some major swelling. Robbie could barely sit upright without wincing.

"Five of six operations successful," Diane said, pulling up tactical maps showing the raid locations. "Thirty-seven arrests, including Jasmine Torres, massive drug and cash seizures, street coordination network completely dismantled. But six suspects dead, eleven wounded, and federal casualties that'll take weeks to recover from."

"They knew we were coming," Birn said, his voice rough. "Team Two's location had defensive positions ready, coordinated fire from multiple angles. That wasn't improvised. They'd been preparing."

"Price is investigating," Diane said. "But assume operational security is compromised until proven otherwise. Final raid tomorrow on Mendez Capital Management, six AM, financial crimes operation in a high-rise office environment. Different tactics, different team composition, and absolutely no external communications until after we breach."

The briefing continued for another hour, and by the time we broke, everyone understood the plan and the reality that we were one operation away from either finding El Serpiente or starting a manhunt that could last months.

"Last lieutenant," Robbie said quietly as we filed out. "Then the real hunt begins."

"Yeah," I agreed, thinking about Torres's comments and wondering if we were chasing someone who was better at hiding than we were at finding. "Let's hope Mendez knows more than the others did."

I went home and tried to sleep, but I kept hearing the casualty reports from six simultaneous firefights. My ribs hurt badly enough that I took the pain medication I'd been avoiding, and even then, sleep came in fragments interrupted by dreams of hallways filled with gunfire.

Tessa called me at noon local time, and I answered despite knowing I probably looked terrible on video.

"You okay?" she asked immediately, her expression shifting to concern when she saw my face.

"Bad raid this morning," I said honestly. "Multiple casualties, one agent critical. We got the target, but it wasn't painless."

"Oh, Ethan," Tessa said softly. "Only one more?"

"One operation," I replied. "Tomorrow morning, we raid the last lieutenant, then we hunt for El Serpiente himself. After that, it's done."

"And then you rest," Tessa said, not for the first time. I wasn't sure if she was trying to reassure herself or me. Probably both.

"And then I rest," I agreed, hoping it was true.
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The conference room at MBLIS headquarters was quieter than usual at eighteen-hundred later that day, everyone still processing the casualties from that morning's operations and the reality that we had one lieutenant left before the hunt for El Serpiente himself began. Agent Morrison had survived surgery, but was still in critical condition with a recovery timeline measured in months, and the other wounded agents were scattered across Miami hospitals with injuries that would keep them out of action for weeks.

Diane stood at the front with building schematics for 1200 Brickell Avenue, a forty-story glass tower, displayed on screens around the room.

"Claudia Mendez is different from every other lieutenant we've taken down," Diane said without preamble. "Harvard MBA, runs a legitimate-looking financial firm called Mendez Capital Management from the thirty-second floor. She launders millions monthly for El Serpiente through real estate investments and shell companies sophisticated enough that they've survived IRS scrutiny for years."

I looked at the schematics and tried to calculate the tactical challenges of raiding a high-rise office during business hours in the middle of Brickell's financial district. The math was completely different from street-level operations or rural compounds, requiring minimal violence in an environment filled with civilians who had nothing to do with El Serpiente's organization.

"We breach at oh-nine-hundred tomorrow morning," Diane continued. "Business hours, staff present, computers active. We need to catch them during operations so we can seize evidence before it's destroyed. Building security is coordinated, elevators will be held for our use, but we're going into a professional office environment that requires different tactics than what we've been running."

Price and Rivers were sitting at the conference table with their laptops open, both of them looking more animated than usual. "The digital evidence is everything on this one," Price said. "Mendez's entire operation lives in her computers and servers. If we don't secure those systems immediately, she can wipe everything remotely, and we'll have nothing but empty hardware."

"Which is why you're both coming on-site," Diane said. "Primary assault team secures personnel, you two secure the digital infrastructure. Every computer gets disconnected before anyone can delete files, servers get physically removed, phones get seized. We have maybe two minutes from breach to lockdown before she starts destroying evidence."

Rivers nodded, already pulling up technical diagrams of typical office network configurations. "We'll need physical access to her server closet and direct connection to her systems. Once we're in, we can prevent remote deletion and start imaging the drives for analysis."

Muñoz was sitting in the back with her leg elevated, and Baker was beside her with his arm still in a sling, both of them looking frustrated at being benched for the final lieutenant raid. "Support roles again?" Muñoz asked, her tone making it clear she already knew the answer.

"Medical leave," Diane confirmed, clicking her tongue. "Morrison's still critical, we've got eight other agents recovering from yesterday's operations, and I'm not risking more casualties on what should be a clean white-collar raid. Baker's out with the arm, you're out with the leg and lungs, and that's final."

Neither of them argued this time, probably because yesterday's casualty reports had made it clear that Diane's caution was justified.

"Team assignments," Diane said, pulling up a new slide. "The primary assault team is Marston, Holm, Birn, and Bishop. You'll be dressed professionally with concealed weapons. You'll look like office workers until the moment you breach. Price and Rivers handle digital forensics on-site with support from FBI cyber crimes. FBI white-collar crime unit provides financial expertise and evidence collection. FBI tactical will be in the parking garage as backup, but they'll stay out of sight unless needed."

The briefing lasted ninety minutes, and by the time we broke at nineteen-thirty, everyone understood their roles and the reality that this needed to be the cleanest operation of Phase Two because anything messy would turn into a PR nightmare.

I found Price and Rivers in the tech lab afterward, both of them running through equipment checks on portable forensic kits that looked more complicated than anything I'd ever seen. "You ready for field work?" I asked, knowing that neither of them typically left MBLIS headquarters during operations.

"Not even slightly," Price admitted, checking the battery level on what looked like a specialized laptop designed for drive imaging. "But if we're not there in person when those computers get seized, Mendez will wipe everything, and we'll spend months trying to recover deleted files that might not even be recoverable."

"What are we looking for?" I asked.

"Financial transactions, client communications, shell company documentation, anything that shows money movement or organizational structure," Rivers replied. "But mostly we're looking for any reference to El Serpiente himself. Location data, meeting schedules, communication logs, travel records. Something that tells us where he actually is."

"Think Mendez knows?" I asked.

"She's his money person," Price said. "She has to have direct contact for financial transfers and operational funding. The question is whether that contact leaves digital traces we can find or if he's smart enough to compartmentalize completely."

"And what if this intel is already erased?" I asked. No one else had asked that yet, but it was a real possibility.

"Let's hope it isn't," Price replied with a grimace. "But they all know we're systematically chipping away at them. It's highly possible that it's already gone. That doesn't change our approach. Fingers crossed that isn't the case, and we walk away with something useful."

"Right," I said with a grim nod.

After wrapping up that discussion, I left them to their preparations and went home to try to sleep, knowing that tomorrow's raid would either give us the lead we needed to find El Serpiente or confirm that we'd dismantled his entire network without ever getting close to the man himself.
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The lobby of 1200 Brickell Avenue was exactly what I'd expected from a high-end financial district office tower, all marble and glass with professionals in expensive suits moving through on their way to meetings and conference calls. There were a couple of security guards by the front desk, but there were no metal detectors, which we'd scoped out prior to our arrival.

I was wearing a suit that Tessa had bought me for formal occasions and carrying my service weapon concealed beneath my suit jacket, looking exactly like every other business person in the building.

Robbie was beside me in similar attire, both of us appearing professional enough that building security didn't give us a second look when we approached the elevator bank. Birn and Bishop were thirty seconds behind us, also dressed for business and carrying their own concealed weapons. Price and Rivers came through the lobby separately with equipment cases that could have been anything from presentation materials to laptop bags. Price fiddled with what appeared to be a cell phone, but I knew it was anything but.

"The elevators are held," Price's voice came quietly through my earpiece as she slipped the device back into her pocket. "You're clear to ascend."

We split into two groups and took separate elevators to the thirty-second floor, each car rising smoothly through the tower while my heart rate increased with the floor numbers. This was different from every other raid during Phase Two. We had no tactical gear or armored vehicles or overwhelming force. We were just federal agents in business suits about to breach a professional office in broad daylight.

The elevator doors opened onto a corridor that screamed corporate success, with thick carpet, tasteful artwork, and glass doors that had suite numbers in elegant lettering. Suite 3200 was visible at the end of the hall with "Mendez Capital Management" etched into the frosted glass. I couldn't quite make out the details through the semi-opaque surface, but I did clock one moving person behind what was likely a reception desk and the sounds of a functioning business.

"Thirty seconds," I said quietly into my earpiece, waiting for Birn's elevator to arrive and Price and Rivers to get into position.

"Team Two in position," Birn replied as his elevator opened.

"Digital ready," Price confirmed, both she and Rivers standing near the fire stairs with their equipment cases.

I checked my watch and counted down the final seconds, then pushed through the glass doors into Mendez Capital Management's reception area with my badge already out and my voice carrying the kind of authority that made everyone freeze.

"MBLIS! Everyone stay exactly where you are and keep your hands visible!"

The receptionist screamed and jumped back from her desk, her hands going up automatically. Beyond her in the open office layout, I could see six employees at various desks, all of them stopping mid-conversation or mid-keystroke to stare at the federal agents flooding through their office door. There were also four security guards stationed in the corners, but it was taking them a moment to snap into action.

"Nobody touch your computers!" Robbie shouted, moving past the reception desk toward the interior. "Step away from your keyboards right now!"

Three of the employees immediately stood and backed away from their desks with their hands up, clearly terrified and compliant. Two others hesitated like they were considering trying to delete something before surrendering, and the sixth was already reaching for her phone before Birn got to her and physically moved her hand away. The four security guards started reaching for their weapons, but immediately reconsidered when they saw how outnumbered they were. All four of them raised their hands and surrendered without resistance.

"Corner office," Bishop said, pointing toward a glass-walled space at the far end where a professional woman in her late forties was standing behind a desk with a laptop open in front of her.

Claudia Mendez looked exactly like her file photo, composed and calculating even with federal agents breaching her office. I watched her reach for her phone with one hand while the other moved toward her laptop keyboard, clearly trying to make a call and delete files simultaneously.

I crossed the office in four strides and burst through her door with my badge visible. "Claudia Mendez! MBLIS! Step away from the computer right now!"

"I want my lawyer," Mendez said immediately, her voice steady and professional despite the situation.

"You'll get one," I replied, moving around her desk to physically block access to the laptop. "Step away from the computer. Now."

Mendez raised her hands and stepped back, her expression shifting from composed to carefully neutral as she calculated her options. The laptop was still open and active, whatever she'd been trying to delete had been interrupted before she could complete it.

"Price, Rivers, we're clear!" I called.

Both of them came through the door immediately with equipment already out. Price moved straight to Mendez's laptop while Rivers headed for a door that intelligence suggested led to the server closet.

"Don't touch anything," Price said to Mendez without looking up, her hands already working in hyper-drive.

In the main office space, FBI agents were securing the remaining employees and the four private security guards.

"I work as a professional security officer, but I'm not dying for a paycheck," one of them said as FBI agents zip-tied him. "We're just contractors, man. We don't know what she does here."

Rivers emerged from the server closet thirty seconds later with a satisfied expression. "Two servers, both active, I'm uploading and then disconnecting them now. Nobody's wiping anything remotely."

The office became a flurry of activity as FBI white-collar crime specialists started boxing documents and IRS agents began reviewing filing cabinets full of financial records. Price was working at Mendez's laptop with a portable drive imaging system, copying the entire hard drive before Mendez's lawyers could arrive and try to block access.

"You have no right to seize my business records," Mendez said coolly. "My lawyer will have all of this suppressed."

"We have federal warrants for money laundering, tax evasion, and conspiracy," I replied, showing her the paperwork. "Everything in this office is now evidence, and your lawyer can argue about it in court."

Mendez's lawyer arrived twelve minutes after the breach, a man in an expensive suit who immediately started making demands and invoking constitutional protections, generally doing exactly what you'd expect from a Harvard Law graduate defending a white-collar client. "My client is invoking her Fifth Amendment rights and will not be speaking to you," the lawyer said firmly. "We'll be challenging every aspect of this seizure, and I expect full documentation of your warrant and probable cause."

"You'll get it," Robbie assured him. "Along with charges for money laundering tens of millions in drug proceeds, conspiracy to distribute controlled substances, and enough tax evasion to keep the IRS happy for years."

Mendez sat in her corner office with her expression carefully neutral, clearly confident that her legal defense would handle whatever charges we brought. She wasn't panicking like Torres had or trying to cut deals like Wei and Kane. She was a professional who understood the system and believed she could beat it.

"Where is El Serpiente?" I asked as I approached her, knowing she wouldn't answer but needing to try, anyway.

"My client has nothing to say," the lawyer replied immediately.

"Mateo Vargas," I continued, using El Serpiente's real name. "We've dismantled his entire network. Supply, distribution, enforcement, production, street operations, and now his money. He's isolated and desperate, and it's only a matter of time before we find him. You can cooperate now or go down with him."

Mendez's expression didn't change, but I caught something in her eyes, maybe calculation or maybe just acknowledgment that I was right about the network being destroyed.

"My client maintains her Fifth Amendment rights," the lawyer said.

Rivers appeared in the doorway with his equipment case, and Price stood up from the laptop, clutching a USB drive that presumably contained Mendez's entire digital life.

"Got everything," she said quietly as she looked at her partner, who nodded in confirmation. "Laptop, phones, servers, backup drives."

"Yes," Rivers confirmed his end of things. "If there's anything connecting her to El Serpiente's location, we'll find it."

By ten-thirty, the office had been completely stripped, and everything from computers to filing cabinets was loaded into FBI vehicles while Mendez sat in handcuffs. The professional office that had looked like a legitimate financial firm two hours ago was now an empty shell with evidence tags everywhere and IRS agents already calculating tax liabilities.

"Clean operation," Diane said through my earpiece as we loaded the final boxes. "No casualties, minimal disruption, massive evidence seizure. Good work."

"We needed a clean one," I sighed. "It's about time."

We transported Mendez to MBLIS headquarters for booking and formal charging, her lawyer following in his own vehicle and already making calls to judges about bail hearings and suppression motions. She wasn't going to cooperate like the other lieutenants had. She wasn't going to provide intelligence or trade information for deals. She was going to fight every charge with the best legal defense money could buy and force us to prove everything in court.

The team assembled in the conference room at thirteen-hundred for debriefing, everyone looking tired but satisfied in a way we hadn't felt since the operation began. Six lieutenants had been captured in two weeks, the entire network had been dismantled, and there had been no MBLIS casualties during the final raid.

"Outstanding work," Diane said, standing at the front with a presentation showing all six lieutenant operations and their results. "Kane, Salazar, Ortiz, Wei, Torres, and now Mendez. Supply, distribution, enforcement, production, street operations, and money laundering. El Serpiente's organization is completely destroyed."

"But we still don't have him," Birn said, voicing what everyone was thinking.

"Not yet," Diane agreed. "Price and Rivers are analyzing Mendez's computers and the digital evidence from all six operations. Tommy is monitoring social media and dark web chatter. The Coast Guard is watching the waters, and the FBI has alerts on every border crossing and airport. He's isolated, and we're closing in."

Price stood and pulled up her own presentation showing network analysis and communication patterns across all six lieutenant operations. "Every one of them used encrypted communications and cutouts to contact El Serpiente. Kane had a burner phone number that's now disconnected. Salazar used an encrypted messaging app with a contact labeled 'Boss' who never sent identifying information. Ortiz received orders through intermediaries. Wei had a Bogotá phone number that traced to a prepaid account purchased with cash. Torres used dead drops and coded language. Mendez has financial transfers through shell companies in the Caymans that eventually trace to Colombian banks."

"So he's good at staying hidden," Robbie said.

"He's professional," Price replied. "But professionals make mistakes and leave patterns. I'm running analysis on timing and locations, looking for any overlap or commonality. If he's physically in Miami or traveling here regularly, there should be patterns in when he contacts his lieutenants and where those communications originate."

"How long?" I asked.

"Hours or days… depending on what we find," Price said. "But we will find something. Nobody runs an organization this size without leaving digital traces somewhere."

The debriefing continued for another hour, and by the time we broke at fifteen-hundred, everyone understood that we'd reached a transition point. I went home and tried to process what we'd accomplished: six major operations in two weeks with no deaths and an organization completely dismantled. My ribs still hurt, and exhaustion made everything feel heavier than it should, but we'd done what we'd set out to do. Now we just needed to find the man who'd built it all.

Tessa called that evening, and I spent an hour telling her about the Mendez raid. We talked until she had to go to dinner with her photography crew, both of us reluctant to hang up but knowing we had to. I sat on the couch afterward and stared at the ceiling, thinking about ghosts and patterns and the hunt that was about to begin in earnest.
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PRICE

Bailey Price had been staring at monitors in the MBLIS digital forensics lab for seventy-two hours straight with only brief breaks for coffee and bathroom trips. Her eyes burned from the constant screen time and her brain felt like it was processing information faster than it could organize it properly. They'd gathered twelve computers from six operations, thirty-plus phones, thousands of documents, financial records spanning years, communications logs, emails, texts, and encrypted app data. The digital mountain of evidence was overwhelming, and somewhere in all of that data was the pattern that would lead them to El Serpiente.

Rivers sat across from her at another workstation running parallel analysis, both of them drowning in information while the rest of the team waited for a breakthrough that would give them a location to raid. The challenge was that El Serpiente had compartmentalized everything. Each lieutenant knew only their piece of the organization and no one had the full picture. He never used the same phone twice, always encrypted communications, and always voice-altered when he spoke. He used a paranoid level of operational security that made traditional tracking impossible.

"We need to go back to the lieutenants," Price said at hour sixty-eight, rubbing her eyes and trying to think past the exhaustion. "Re-interrogate everyone, ask different questions. Not where he is, but when he contacts them and how and what patterns they've noticed."

After coordinating with Diane, they pulled all five cooperating lieutenants from their holding facilities over the next twelve hours and ran systematic interviews focused on communication patterns rather than content. Kane from Supply said he'd dealt with intermediaries and never met El Serpiente face to face, and the communications had always been encrypted with voice alteration that could have been anyone. Salazar from Distribution said the same thing, never face-to-face contact and always through cutouts. Ortiz from Enforcement was recovering from gunshot wounds and offered limited cooperation, claiming he'd maybe seen El Serpiente once but it could have been a body double.

Dr. Wei from Production was more helpful because his scientific mind had tried to analyze patterns statistically. "He called from different numbers but during the same time windows," Wei said during his re-interrogation, leaning forward with the kind of intensity that suggested he'd been thinking about this. "Late afternoon consistently, between three and five PM Eastern Time. Every call I ever received was in that window across eighteen months of operations."

"Why that specific window?" Price asked, already pulling up communication logs from all six operations to check if the pattern held.

"Time zone consideration maybe," Wei suggested. "Or his operational schedule. But it was consistent enough that I noticed."

Torres from Street Operations provided different intelligence when pressed about El Serpiente's background. "He's Colombian, but lived somewhere else," Torres said. "His accent wasn't pure Colombian, it was mixed. Like he'd been living somewhere English-speaking for years. Miami maybe, somewhere in the States."

Mendez from Money Laundering still wasn't talking because her Harvard-educated lawyer had locked her down completely, but her financial records told their own story. Shell companies and real estate investments were scattered across Miami, most of them corresponding to known operations like warehouses and safe houses. But three properties were unaccounted for, purchased through shell companies and not matching any lieutenant's operational base: a luxury condo in South Beach at 1450 Ocean Drive Unit 12C, a waterfront house in Key Biscayne at 328 Harbor Drive, and office space in Coral Gables at 987 Ponce de Leon Boulevard Suite 4B.

Price spent time cross-referencing communication timing across all six operations and confirmed Wei's observation. Every call El Serpiente made to his lieutenants fell between fifteen-hundred and seventeen-hundred Eastern Time with remarkable consistency. If he was calling from Colombia, that would be the same local time because they shared a time zone, and if he was calling from Miami, it likely meant he was operating on a consistent daily schedule that might reveal location patterns.

Tommy Two-Times called into the investigation at hour seventy with social media intelligence that he'd been aggregating from dark web forums and encrypted platforms.

"Someone posted something twenty-four hours ago and then deleted it almost immediately," Tommy said over video conference, his setup showing multiple monitors and the kind of technical capability that made Price respect him despite his influencer persona. "It was on a dark web cartel forum, and it was encrypted, but I caught it before it was gone. Translation says, 'The boss is in Miami. Hidden but close.' It was posted in Spanish."

"Did you trace the poster?" Price asked.

"Yeah," Tommy replied proudly. "It was a burner account, and it had VPN routing through three countries, but the original IP traces to a coffee shop in Wynwood, which means someone local posted that. Someone who knows."

"I didn't know you knew how to do all that," Rivers replied, seemingly impressed.

Tommy shrugged, but his face flushed with the praise. "I've been watching you guys work," he admitted, "and it makes what I do feel inadequate. I wanted to learn more."

"It's not inadequate," Price assured him. She was growing to like him and respect him despite her best efforts not to. "Your social media knowledge has been incredibly helpful. You… You are great at what you do."

"Thanks," Tommy replied with another shrug, even though he was clearly pleased.

"We're looking into this," Rivers added. "Let us know if you find anything else."

"Of course!" Tommy grinned. "I'm on the case!"

The call disconnected, and Price looked over at Rivers.

"He's good," Rivers stated.

"Yeah, yeah," Price said begrudgingly before laughing. "As long as Diane doesn't put him on the payroll permanently."

Rivers laughed and turned back to his computer screens.

Price pulled up the three unaccounted-for properties from Mendez's financial records and started with the South Beach luxury condo because it matched the profile of where a paranoid cartel leader might hide. It was a high-security building, mixed residential and vacation rentals, with enough transient traffic that one more resident wouldn't draw attention. She hacked the building's security camera system using methods that were technically illegal but operationally necessary and started reviewing footage from the past week.

Unit 12C showed activity that matched their target profile. Food deliveries were going to that unit two to three times per day, always received by someone who never fully showed their face to the cameras. Window curtains were always closed despite the unit having what should be premium ocean views. A man matching El Serpiente's description from the propaganda video had entered the building three days ago with grocery bags and never visibly left afterward.

"I think I found him," Price said to Rivers at hour seventy-one, pulling up the security footage. "South Beach, luxury condo, someone's living there full-time and going to extreme lengths to avoid being seen."

Rivers reviewed the footage and ran facial recognition on the partial images they had, getting an eighty-five percent match to known photos of Mateo Vargas from his Colombian military service. "Confidence is high enough to deploy surveillance," Rivers said. "But we need confirmation before we breach."

They made the call, and Diane authorized FBI surveillance at hour seventy-two, deploying watchers to observe 1450 Ocean Drive with instructions to be visible but discreet and document everyone entering or leaving the building. Twenty-four hours of observation confirmed the pattern. Food deliveries to Unit 12C happened multiple times per day, and the curtains never opened. Someone living in that unit didn't want to be seen. The building's concierge confirmed, when questioned, that Unit 12C was rented under a corporate account and that the tenant had moved in six weeks ago, requesting maximum privacy.

The team assembled in the MBLIS conference room at twenty-two-hundred hours for final planning, everyone looking exhausted but determined as Diane pulled up aerial photos of the South Beach building and floor plans for Unit 12C. "This is it," Diane began. "Eighty-five percent confidence that Mateo Vargas, El Serpiente, is in Unit 12C of this building right now. We breach at oh-six-hundred tomorrow morning before South Beach foot traffic picks up, and we finish this operation."

Ethan sat forward and studied the floor plans, which showed a two-bedroom luxury unit with balcony access and a single main entrance. "Vertical access, civilian building, paranoid target who's had two weeks to prepare defenses. This is going to be complicated."

"Which is why we're bringing overwhelming force," Diane replied. "Alpha Team is you and Robbie breaching the main door. Bravo Team is Birn rappelling from the floor above to enter via the balcony. Bishop takes sniper position from the building across Ocean Drive. FBI tactical provides building perimeter and backup with twelve agents. SWAT is standing by for worst-case scenarios."

Muñoz was sitting with her leg elevated but looking more determined than she had since being benched. "What about me?"

"Medical cleared you for light duty as of yesterday," Diane said. "You're on Alpha Team with Marston and Holm. But if that leg gives out during the breach, you extract immediately and let the others finish."

Muñoz nodded, clearly just grateful to be included in the final operation. Baker was still sidelined with his arm injury but was present via video conference from his apartment, watching the planning with visible frustration at not being able to participate.

"Building evacuation starts at oh-four-hundred," Diane continued. "Floors above and below Unit 12C, quiet and professional, with a cover story about a gas leak inspection. We minimize civilian exposure and contain the operation to a single floor. Breach at oh-six-hundred gives us two hours to position without alerting the target. This is it. It's showtime."
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The hallway on the fourteenth floor of 1450 Ocean Drive was silent at oh-five-fifty-eight, the kind of artificial quiet that came from evacuating an entire residential floor. We'd replaced the civilians with federal agents, all of us waiting to breach. I stood outside Unit 12C with Robbie beside me and four FBI tactical agents behind us, everyone checking their equipment one final time before we kicked down the door and ended El Serpiente's operation permanently.

My ribs were once again taped tight enough to restrict breathing, but it had worked for the last couple of raids, and I wasn't about to change tactics now. Robbie looked worse than he probably wanted to admit. The previous raids had taken more out of him than he'd let on. We were both damaged and running on fumes, but this was the final push, and we just needed to hold together for one more operation.

"Alpha Team ready," I said quietly into my earpiece, placing the breach charge on Unit 12C's door lock while Robbie positioned himself with a ballistic shield.

"Bravo Team in position," Birn's voice came in through my earpiece, and I knew he was on the floor above us, where he was secured to rappelling lines that would drop him onto the target unit's balcony.

"Overwatch ready," Bishop said from her sniper position across Ocean Drive. "Thermal shows three heat signatures inside the unit. Could be people or could be decoys. It's hard to tell from this angle."

"All teams stand by," Diane's voice came through from the mobile command center parked three blocks away. "Execute on my mark in thirty seconds."

I counted down in my head while checking the breach charge placement and making sure everyone behind me was ready for immediate entry. The thirty seconds felt longer than they should have.

"All teams, execute," Diane said at exactly oh-six-hundred.

I triggered the breach charge and stepped back as the explosion blew the door inward with enough force to make my ears ring. Robbie threw a flashbang through the opening before the smoke even cleared, and at the same moment, I heard glass shattering from the master bedroom, announcing Birn's entrance. We pushed through with our rifles up, entering a luxury condo that was immediately wrong.

The living room was expensively furnished with ocean views and tasteful artwork, but it was completely empty. There were no people, no weapons, no signs of recent occupation beyond the furniture itself. I moved through toward the kitchen while Robbie cleared the dining area, both of us calling out room designations and finding nothing except expensive emptiness.

I pushed toward the balcony and found Birn with his rifle up, scanning an empty bedroom that showed no sign that anyone had slept there recently. The bed was made, the closet was empty except for a few hangers, and the bathroom contained hotel-quality toiletries that looked like they'd never been used.

"Unit's clear," I reported into my radio. "Nobody here."

"Heat signatures were space heaters," Bishop's voice came through, her tone suggesting she'd figured it out from her overwatch position. "Positioned to fake thermal readings. This is a decoy."

The realization hit me a half-second before the explosion did.

El Serpiente had never been here, and we'd walked right into his trap.

"GET OUT!" I shouted, already turning toward the door.

The hallway outside exploded with enough force to blow the already-damaged door completely off its hinges and throw a fireball into the unit's entryway. I heard FBI agents screaming, the immediate chaos of people caught in a blast they hadn't seen coming. Two agents were thrown backward by the explosion and hit the floor hard.

"AGENTS DOWN!" someone shouted over the radio while smoke filled the hallway and fire alarms started blaring throughout the building.

I moved toward the hallway to help the wounded agents, but Birn grabbed my arm and pulled me back toward the balcony. "Gas leak!" he shouted, pointing at a valve on the wall that was clearly sabotaged and hissing with escaping natural gas.

The smell hit me immediately, that distinctive odor of natural gas flooding the unit and mixing with smoke from the hallway explosion. If that ignited, we were all dead, trapped in a luxury condo that had been rigged as a secondary bomb.

"EVACUATE NOW!" I shouted into my radio. "Secondary explosive, gas main compromised, everyone out via balcony!"

Birn was already back at the balcony door, securing additional rappelling lines while I grabbed Robbie and the FBI agents and pushed everyone toward the only exit that wasn't on fire or filled with natural gas. The wounded agents from the hallway were crawling toward us through the smoke. Both of them were burned and bleeding from shrapnel, but alive enough to move.

"Bishop, we're evacuating via balcony to the eleventh floor!" I reported while helping an FBI agent who'd taken shrapnel to his shoulder. "Need an entry point below us!" The eleventh floor had been one of the emergency alternative exits we'd planned during the briefing, but it hadn't been one I'd wanted to use.

"Copy, I've got eyes on Unit 11C directly below you," Bishop replied, her voice cutting through the chaos with professional calm. "Window's accessible from your position, no civilians inside, evacuated earlier. Kick it in and extract through that unit."

Birn went first down the rappelling line with smooth efficiency, dropping to the eleventh-floor balcony and immediately kicking through the glass door to secure an entry point. I followed with an injured FBI agent clipped to my harness, both of us descending while smoke poured from the unit above us. Fire alarms continued to blare throughout the building.

Robbie came down with the second wounded agent while more FBI tactical agents rappelled from their positions. We crashed through Unit 11C and moved toward the main door, with everyone focused on getting clear before the gas leak above us found an ignition source and turned the upper floors into a bomb.

"Movement on the adjacent rooftop!" Bishop's voice came through sharp and urgent. "I've got eyes on a figure with what looks like a detonator, two hundred meters northeast!"

"TAKE HIM!" I shouted while pushing through Unit 11C toward the hallway.

Bishop's rifle cracked once from her position across Ocean Drive, the shot precise enough that I heard her satisfaction through the radio. "Target down, detonator disabled."

"FBI sending in a team," Nina replied. "What location?"

The two women shared information back and forth while we reached the stairwell and started descending with wounded agents between us, everyone moving as fast as their injuries allowed. Fire department sirens approached outside, and the rest of the building continued its emergency evacuation. My lungs were burning from smoke inhalation, and my ribs felt like shattered glass, but we were alive. El Serpiente's trap had failed to kill anyone despite coming pretty damn close.

"My men just reported back to me," Nina announced as we reached safety. "Confirmed the kill. It was, in fact, a detonator. Looks like he was going to trigger the gas ignition remotely."

"Good job, Bishop," I replied as I pressed forward.

The mobile command center was chaotic when we reached it at oh-six-fifteen. Diane was coordinating emergency response while Muñoz and Baker watched the monitors, which showed the building evacuation. Price and Rivers were frantically working at their stations while Tommy Two-Times appeared on a video screen, looking panicked.

"Social media alert!" Tommy was saying before anyone could brief him on the trap. "El Serpiente just posted a video, uploaded thirty seconds ago. He's taunting you!"

Robbie and I gathered around the screen, and the video appeared on the main monitor. It showed El Serpiente in his signature mask and voice alteration, the same figure from his original propaganda video. He appeared to be laughing at the poor federal agents who'd walked into his trap.

"Did you enjoy my surprise, agents?" the distorted voice said with genuine amusement. "You destroyed my network, very impressive. But you'll never catch me. I'm always watching, always one step ahead. Goodbye, federales."

The video ended, and I felt white-hot rage building past the exhaustion and pain. Here I was, watching this bastard mock us while two FBI agents were being loaded into ambulances with burns and shrapnel wounds. We'd come so close, and he'd been ready for us, prepared with traps and decoys. He'd been planning this contingency for weeks.

"Price, trace that upload!" Diane ordered.

"Already on it," Price replied, her fingers moving across keyboards faster than seemed possible. "Burner phone, signal triangulation shows Coral Gables area, cross-referencing with known properties from Mendez's financial records."

Rivers pulled up a map showing the three unaccounted-for properties they'd identified earlier. "South Beach condo was the decoy. The Key Biscayne house is too exposed. That leaves the Coral Gables office space at 987 Ponce de Leon Boulevard, Suite 4B."

"That's where he is," Price said with certainty. "He uploaded that video from inside or very near that location. He's there right now."

I looked at Diane and saw the calculation happening in real time, weighing the risks of rushing into another operation against the reality that if we delayed, El Serpiente would disappear again, and we'd be starting a manhunt with no timeline for conclusion.

"How fast can we get there?" I asked.

"Fifteen minutes," Diane said, already pulling up building schematics for the Coral Gables location. "But we don't have time for elaborate planning. He uploaded that video thinking he'd killed us or at least bought himself time to disappear. If we move now while he thinks he's safe, we might actually catch him."

"Then we move now," I said, looking at what remained of my team. Robbie was burned and breathing smoke, but still functional. Birn had taken a hit to his shoulder from flying debris but was still moving. The FBI tactical agents who weren't wounded were already loading into vehicles. We were beat to hell, but we had a location and a window of opportunity that wouldn't last.

"All teams, redeploy to Coral Gables," Diane ordered into the radio. "987 Ponce de León Boulevard, Suite 4B. He thinks he's won, but we're about to prove him wrong. Move now."

I climbed into an SUV with Robbie and three FBI agents, everyone's gear covered in soot. Our faces showed the near-death experience we'd just survived.

"This is it," Robbie said while we drove, his voice rough from smoke. "No more traps, no more decoys. We end this today."

"Yeah," I agreed, checking my rifle. "We do."

The convoy tore through the early morning Miami traffic, our vehicles moving fast enough to draw attention as we raced toward Coral Gables and the final confrontation that would either end El Serpiente's operation or prove he was better at staying hidden than we were at finding him.
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The convoy hit Coral Gables at oh-six-thirty-five. Our vehicles screeched into the parking lot of 987 Ponce de Leon Boulevard hard enough to leave rubber on the pavement. The building was a two-story professional office complex that looked exactly like a hundred other Coral Gables businesses, tasteful and expensive and completely unremarkable except for the lights on in Suite 4B, the second-floor corner unit.

"No time for planning," Diane's voice came through my earpiece from the command center. "He could be watching news coverage right now, so he likely knows you survived the trap. Move fast, or he's gone."

I was already out of the SUV with my rifle up, Robbie beside me, and Birn moving toward the exterior stairs with FBI agents spreading to cover the exits. Bishop was positioning herself near the parking lot with her rifle ready to prevent any vehicle escape, and the whole operation had maybe thirty seconds of preparation before we were breaching doors and hoping El Serpiente was still inside.

"Alpha takes the front door, Bravo takes the service entrance," I said into my earpiece while running up the exterior stairs two at a time. "Simultaneous breach, right now."

The second-floor hallway was exactly what I'd expected from a professional office building, with generic carpet and neutral walls. Suite 4B's glass door showed a reception area where a man in tactical gear was sitting at a desk. He saw us coming and immediately reached for a weapon, his hand closing on a pistol before I could even shout a warning.

"GUN!" I yelled, bringing my rifle up and firing through the glass window.

The glass shattered, and the guard dove behind the desk while return fire came through the doorway. Rounds punched into the hallway walls. Robbie kicked the door open, and we pushed through into a reception area that had turned into a kill zone. The guard fired from behind his defensive position while we used doorframes and walls as cover.

I caught the guard with three rounds that dropped him hard, his body going limp behind the desk. We pushed forward immediately into a central hallway with multiple closed office doors and a corner office at the end where lights were visible, and I could hear shouting in Spanish.

"Corner office!" I called to Bravo Team, knowing they'd be coming through the service entrance any second.

Birn and Muñoz appeared from a side hallway at the exact moment we reached the corner office door, both of them moving fast despite Muñoz's injuries. The door was reinforced and locked, but I could hear El Serpiente's voice inside giving orders in rapid Spanish that sounded increasingly panicked.

"Federales! I know you're there!" the voice called through the door. "You're too late!"

I heard the distinctive sound of a window opening, and Bishop's voice came through my earpiece immediately. "He's going out the window! Fire escape on the side of the building. He's climbing down with one bodyguard!"

"GO!" I shouted, abandoning the locked door and running back toward the hallway window that showed the fire escape.

Muñoz was there first, throwing herself through the window onto the metal fire escape and descending faster than safety would recommend. I followed with Robbie and Birn behind me, all of us clattering down two stories of metal stairs while El Serpiente reached the parking lot below and ran for a black SUV with his bodyguard providing covering fire.

Bishop was pinned behind a concrete planter, and the return fire from the bodyguard's automatic weapon kept her from getting a clear shot. El Serpiente reached the SUV's driver door and was climbing in when Muñoz hit the ground level and immediately sprinted across the open pavement under fire.

Rounds hit the ground around her feet and sparked off concrete, but she didn't slow down, just kept advancing with her pistol up and firing on the move. The bodyguard took two rounds to the chest and went down, but El Serpiente was already starting the engine, and the SUV was moving before any of us could reach it.

"VEHICLE PURSUIT!" I shouted into my radio while running back toward our convoy. "Suspect heading south, black SUV, he's running!"

The SUV crashed through the parking lot exit barrier and accelerated onto Ponce de Leon Boulevard with enough speed to make any nearby civilian vehicles swerve out of the way. I reached my MBLIS sedan and threw myself into the driver's seat while Robbie dove into the passenger side, both of us moving before the doors were even fully closed.

The chase tore through Coral Gables at speeds far too dangerous for the area we were in, the SUV weaving through morning traffic while our convoy pursued with lights and sirens that did nothing to clear the road fast enough. Bishop was in the vehicle behind us with Birn, both of them calling out positions while Diane coordinated from the command center, and local police joined the pursuit.

El Serpiente ran three red lights and nearly killed a pedestrian crossing Miracle Mile, his driving getting more desperate as our vehicles closed the distance. I pushed the MBLIS SUV harder than it was designed for and gained on him through a residential section where speed limits meant nothing and civilian safety was the only real concern.

"He's heading for the water!" Robbie said, pointing ahead where El Serpiente had suddenly turned toward Biscayne Bay.

The SUV crashed through the gate at Coconut Grove Marina with enough force to splinter wood barriers and send security guards diving for cover. It accelerated down the main dock toward where a luxury speedboat sat ready with engine covers already removed, clearly prepared as an escape route in case everything else failed.

We screeched into the marina thirty seconds behind him, and I saw El Serpiente abandon the SUV and sprint down the dock toward the speedboat. He jumped aboard and immediately started the engine, untying from the dock with practiced speed.

"He's getting away!" Muñoz shouted from the vehicle behind us, her voice carrying genuine fury.

The speedboat was pulling away from the dock when Robbie suddenly bolted from our vehicle and ran down the wooden planks at full sprint. The boat was twenty feet from the dock and accelerating, thirty feet, impossibly far for anyone sane to attempt jumping.

Robbie launched himself off the dock, anyway.

He flew through empty air with his arms outstretched and the boat pulling away beneath him, the jump so insane that for a second I thought he was going to miss entirely and hit the water. But his hands caught the boat's stern railing, and he pulled himself up with the kind of upper body strength that only came from years of SEAL training. He rolled onto the deck, and El Serpiente turned and saw him with genuine shock.

"ROBBIE'S ON THE BOAT!" I shouted into my radio while running back down the dock. "I need another boat, now!"

A nearby stunned marina worker threw me a set of keys without even asking questions, caught up in the moment, and pointing at a thirty-five-foot speedboat tied nearby. I jumped in with Birn right behind me and started the engine, both of us moving before we'd even untied completely.

The chase across Biscayne Bay was the most reckless thing I'd done in weeks of reckless operations, pushing the speedboat to maximum speed while trying to close the distance on El Serpiente's larger vessel. I could see figures fighting on the deck ahead. Robbie and El Serpiente were locked in hand-to-hand combat on a moving boat that was swerving wildly as the autopilot fought against the shifting weight.

"Coast Guard is twenty minutes out!" Linda Reyes's voice came through my radio. "Can you maintain pursuit?"

Relief hit me momentarily once I realized that Diane must have called Linda directly.

"We don't have twenty minutes!" I shouted back, pushing the throttle forward and watching the boat ahead.

Robbie and El Serpiente were still fighting, both of them exhausted and trading punches that had more desperation than technique. The boat was swerving dangerously, and I realized that since El Serpiente wasn't steering anymore, too focused on trying to throw Robbie overboard, he didn't notice they were heading straight for a visible sandbar.

The collision was spectacular. El Serpiente's boat hit the sandbar at nearly forty knots and came to a violent stop that threw both men forward across the deck. The engine died immediately, and the boat sat grounded in shallow water while I slowed our pursuit and approached carefully.

El Serpiente recovered first and grabbed his pistol from where it had slid across the deck, aiming at Robbie, who was still trying to get his bearings from the impact.

"It's over," Robbie said, his hands going up slowly. "You're done."

"I'll kill you first," El Serpiente replied, his finger tightening on the trigger.

I lined up my shot from thirty feet away on our boat, using the railing as a rest and putting the sight directly on El Serpiente's shoulder. The shot was clean, and the round hit exactly where I'd aimed, spinning him sideways and sending his pistol flying into the water.

"GO!" I said to Birn, both of us jumping into waist-deep water and wading toward the grounded boat.

El Serpiente was on the deck, screaming and holding his shoulder while Robbie secured him with zip ties, both of them soaking wet and looking like they'd been through a war. I climbed aboard and looked at Mateo Vargas, the man who'd killed forty-seven people with his drug and built an organization sophisticated enough to evade federal law enforcement for months.

"Mateo Vargas, you're under arrest," I said.

"Fuck you," El Serpiente replied through gritted teeth. "All of you."

The Coast Guard cutter appeared on the horizon ten minutes later, and it launched a small boat with Linda Reyes, along with an EMT ready to treat El Serpiente's shoulder wound and transport him into federal custody. We stood on the sandbar in the middle of Biscayne Bay, exhaustion making everything feel surreal.

We'd accomplished eight operations in two weeks. The Colombia compound had been destroyed, six Miami lieutenants had been captured, and now the boss himself was secured and bleeding. The entire network had been dismantled, the drug supply had been cut off, and Miami had been saved from a cartel that had been operating with the confidence that it could never be stopped.

"That was a terrible jump," I said to Robbie, who was dripping water and grinning despite his obvious injuries.

"Terrible jump," Robbie agreed. "But it worked."

Birn was on his radio coordinating extraction while Muñoz and Bishop arrived on a third boat that the marina had provided. Everyone converged on the sandbar.

"It's over," Muñoz said, watching the Coast Guard cutter head back toward shore. "We actually did it."

"Yeah," I replied, sitting down on the sandbar because standing was getting harder. "We did."

Diane's voice came through my earpiece with a tired satisfaction. "Outstanding work. All teams extract for medical evaluation and debriefing. El Serpiente is in custody, and the operation is complete."

I looked at my team and saw people who were injured and exhausted and probably should have stopped days ago, but who'd pushed through anyway because the job required it.

"Eight operations," I said. "Eight for eight with no deaths. We did good."

"We did," Robbie agreed. "Now let's go home."

The two borrowed and surprisingly undamaged boats took us back to the marina, where ambulances were waiting, and federal agents were already processing the scene. Medical personnel immediately started checking everyone for injuries, finding enough damage that half the team was getting transported to hospitals for evaluation.

About an hour later, after we'd confirmed my second bout of broken ribs and Robbie's terrible jump, we arrived at MBLIS headquarters for debriefing. The building was filled with federal agents from multiple agencies who all wanted updates on the final capture. Tommy Two-Times was there with his camera crew filming the arrival, his social media followers apparently demanding real-time updates on the operation that had dominated Miami news for two weeks.

"El Serpiente captured!" Tommy was saying into his camera while we walked past. "The entire network has been dismantled, Miami has been saved, and these federal agents are victorious after the most intense two weeks of law enforcement operations in city history!"

Diane pulled us into her office before any of us could sit, her expression showing exhaustion and satisfaction in equal measure. "Forty-seven deaths have occurred from Blue Heaven, but hundreds… maybe even thousands of lives have been saved by taking down the organization before it could expand nationally. You and your team did something extraordinary."

We all smiled despite our exhaustion, and Diane dismissed us, ordering a debrief in the conference room in ten minutes once we'd had a chance to grab a cup of coffee.

The debriefing lasted two hours with representatives from the FBI, DEA, Coast Guard, IRS, and local law enforcement all present to document the systematic dismantlement of a major cartel operation. By the time it finished, everyone understood the scope of what had been accomplished and the cost that had been paid to achieve it.
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The interrogation room at MBLIS headquarters was deliberately uncomfortable. Mateo Vargas sat shackled to the metal table with his shoulder wound treated and his arm in a sling, a court-appointed lawyer beside him who looked like he'd rather be anywhere else. I sat across from him with Robbie beside me while Diane observed through the one-way glass with FBI and DEA representatives who wanted to hear what the man had to say.

"Mateo Vargas," I said, opening a folder containing enough evidence to guarantee multiple life sentences. "El Serpiente. Your network is completely destroyed. Supply line cut, distribution stopped, enforcement eliminated, production facilities destroyed, street operations dismantled, money laundering shut down. Six lieutenants in custody, over a hundred arrests, your entire organization gone. It's over."

El Serpiente smiled like I'd just told him a joke, his expression showing amusement rather than the defeat I'd expected. "You think this is over?" he said in accented English, leaning back in his chair as much as the shackles allowed.

"Your lieutenants are cooperating," Robbie said. "Kane, Salazar, Wei, Torres, all of them giving us intelligence on your operations. Ortiz will talk eventually, and Mendez's financial records tell us everything her lawyers won't. We have enough evidence to prosecute you for forty-seven murders from the overdoses alone, not counting the execution videos or the federal agents you tried to kill this morning."

"You don't understand," El Serpiente replied, his smile widening. "This was one network in one city. Miami was my territory, but there are others. You think stopping me stops anything?"

The implications settled into the room like ice water, confirmation of what we'd suspected but hoped wasn't true. "Who do you work for?" I asked.

"Find out yourself, if you can," El Serpiente said, his tone genuinely amused by our ignorance.

"My client has said enough," the lawyer interjected quickly, probably recognizing that his client was making things worse.

"Your Coast Guard was so easy to corrupt," El Serpiente continued, ignoring his lawyer. "One lieutenant, his whole crew, all bought with money. How do you know who else I've purchased? How do you know who else has been bought by people like me in other agencies, other cities, other countries?"

Robbie's expression hardened, and I put a hand on his arm before he could say something we'd regret. This was El Serpiente's game now, trying to make us paranoid and question everything when we'd just achieved a major victory. The corruption had been real, but it was contained, and we'd dealt with it. Letting him get in our heads was exactly what he wanted.

"You built an impressive network in eighteen months," I said, changing tactics. "But now it's gone, and you're looking at federal death penalty or life without parole. Everything you built, destroyed. That's the reality you're facing."

El Serpiente's smile faded slightly, and I saw the first crack in his composure, the understanding that no matter what larger organization he claimed he worked for, he personally was done.

"Someone else will build another network," he said, but the defiance sounded more forced now. "The demand doesn't stop. The supply won't stop."

"Maybe," I agreed. "But you'll be in prison watching it happen from a cell you'll never leave."

The interrogation continued for another hour, with El Serpiente alternating between defiance and hints about larger organizations, but ultimately providing nothing actionable about his supposed superiors. His lawyer shut down most questions, and El Serpiente himself seemed to understand that cooperation wouldn't help him avoid the death penalty or life sentence he was facing. By the time we finished, I had confirmation that Miami had been part of something bigger, but no intelligence on what that something was or who controlled it.

"We're done here," the lawyer said finally, standing and clearly ready to leave.

El Serpiente looked at me and Robbie one final time as guards came to escort him back to holding. "You haven't won," he said quietly. "You've just delayed the inevitable."

"We've won enough," I replied, watching him being led away in chains.

The full team assembled in the conference room at seventeen-hundred for what Diane called the final debriefing, everyone looking exhausted but present. Robbie, Muñoz, with her leg elevated, Birn, with his shoulder bandaged, Bishop looking like she could sleep for a week, and me. Baker appeared via video call from his apartment, and Price and Rivers sat at their usual stations with Bonnie and Clyde from forensics nearby. Linda Reyes represented the Coast Guard, and Nina Gosse sat in for the FBI, while Tommy Two-Times had somehow gotten himself invited and sat in the corner with his camera off for once.

The numbers appeared on screen, and they were staggering even knowing what we'd accomplished. Diane read out loud as we took it all in. Overall, over one hundred fifty arrests had occurred across all operations, more than five hundred kilos of drugs had been seized with a street value exceeding fifty million dollars, five million in cash had been seized, hundreds of weapons had been confiscated, and an entire cartel network had been systematically dismantled.

"Casualties," Diane continued, the numbers sobering. "Twelve enemy combatants have been killed across all operations, and multiple wounded. Agent Morrison is critical but recovering and expected to make a full recovery. Eight additional federal agents with serious injuries are all recovering. Agent Baker with a machete wound requiring six to eight weeks of recovery. Muñoz had leg surgery and chemical exposure. Multiple team members with injuries ranging from cracked ribs to burns to shrapnel wounds. We paid a price, but everyone survived."

"Public impact has been enormous," Diane pressed on, pulling up news coverage and social media metrics. "Tommy's platform alone has reached over twenty million people. El Serpiente's capture is international news. Miami residents are celebrating in the streets. This is the most successful federal law enforcement operation in city history and possibly the most visible."

Tommy grinned from his corner spot but stayed uncharacteristically quiet, probably understanding that this briefing wasn't the place for his usual commentary. His social media intelligence had been genuinely valuable throughout the operation, and even the skeptics in the room had to acknowledge his contribution.

"Coast Guard corruption," Linda Reyes said when Diane invited her to speak. "Lieutenant Brandon Cross and his entire crew are under arrest, facing court-martial and federal charges. We're conducting a systematic review of all Coast Guard personnel in the region and implementing integrity testing across the board. What happened was unacceptable, and we're ensuring it can't happen again."

"The evidence we've collected will fuel prosecutions for years," Nina Gosse added for the FBI. "Financial records, communications logs, witness testimony from cooperating defendants. El Serpiente is facing the federal death penalty, and every one of his lieutenants is looking at decades minimum. This case will reshape how we approach cartel operations nationally."

Diane let the various agency representatives speak for another twenty minutes about legal procedures, evidence processing, and institutional changes, then brought the focus back to the team. "Formal commendations for everyone involved in these operations. This was extraordinary work under extreme conditions, and you should all be proud of what you accomplished."

The applause around the table was subdued but genuine; everyone was too exhausted for celebration but understood that we'd done something significant. Two weeks that had started with a briefing about a deadly synthetic opioid had ended with an entire cartel network dismantled and its leader in federal custody.

"But," I said when the applause died down, because there was always a but, "El Serpiente revealed during interrogation that Miami was part of a larger organization. This victory is huge, but it's not the end of the war."

"Which is why we'll continue working," Diane replied. "But not today, and not for the next two weeks. Everyone in this room is on mandatory leave starting immediately. Medical clearance is required before anyone returns to duty. Go home, spend time with families, process what happened, and recover. You've earned it."

Nobody argued because everyone knew she was right. Two weeks of operations at this intensity had pushed the team past sustainable limits, and continuing without recovery time would just lead to mistakes or worse casualties. The meeting broke slowly with people saying goodbyes and making plans to reconnect after leave, the found family that had fought together was now scattering to heal separately.

I caught Robbie in the hallway afterward, and we stood there looking at each other like we couldn't quite believe it was over. "Hell of a boat jump," I said.

"I still say it was a terrible boat jump," Robbie replied with a grin.

"But it worked," I admitted.

"Aurora's flying in tonight," he continued. "She watched the whole thing on the news and apparently called Diane, threatening to come down here and drag me home herself if I didn't stop doing insane things."

"Smart woman," I said. "You should listen to her."

Robbie rolled his eyes.

Muñoz appeared with Birn supporting her, both of them looking like they could barely stand but still present for the conclusion.

"Baker and I are good," Muñoz assured us as she walked past. "Recovery time together, physical therapy, figure out if we can actually do this job after everything that's happened." She sounded like she was trying to convince herself more than us.

"You can," I said with certainty. "You've both proved that multiple times."

They left together, and Bishop headed out shortly after with plans to visit Chandler, who was still recovering from his gunshot wound.

Price and Rivers disappeared back into the tech lab to finish processing the final evidence seizures, both of them looking satisfied but exhausted. Tommy also left with promises to keep monitoring social media for any cartel resurgence and to tone down his coverage to avoid interfering with prosecutions.

After seeing everyone off, I drove home through the evening traffic and found myself thinking about El Serpiente's revelation that Miami had been part of something larger. The victory felt complete in terms of what we'd set out to accomplish, but incomplete in terms of the actual problem. Somewhere out there, other networks were operating, and other El Serpientes were building organizations that would eventually require similar systematic dismantlement.

But that was a problem for future Ethan.
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DIANE

Diane Ramsay stood on the courthouse steps at oh-nine-hundred on a Tuesday morning, five days after El Serpiente's capture, watching US Marshals prepare for the prisoner transfer that would bring Mateo Vargas to his arraignment hearing. Media cameras lined the street, and federal agents secured the perimeter while the armored transport vehicle pulled up to the curb.

She'd come personally because this was her case, her team's work, and she wanted to see El Serpiente face a judge and hear the charges that would guarantee he'd never walk free again.

The transport doors opened, and US Marshals emerged first, scanning the area before signaling for the prisoner. El Serpiente appeared in shackles with two Marshals flanking him, walking with the same confidence he'd shown during interrogation, despite facing either the death penalty or life without parole.

The shot came without warning.

One moment, El Serpiente was walking up the courthouse steps, and the next he was collapsing with a wound center mass. His body dropped while Marshals immediately drew weapons and covered him. Diane's hand went to her own sidearm on instinct while her brain processed what had just happened—a professional hit executed in broad daylight with dozens of witnesses and media cameras capturing everything.

"SHOOTER! ACTIVE SHOOTER!" someone was screaming while Marshals dragged El Serpiente's body behind cover and federal agents flooded the area.

But Diane knew he was already dead. She'd seen the way he'd dropped, the perfect shot placement, and the lack of movement afterward.

"Like Webb," she said quietly to herself while chaos erupted around her. "Like Valerius."

The realization settled, cold and certain. That was now three MBLIS suspects, three professional hits, three perfect executions, ensuring that the worst criminals never faced trial or escaped on technicalities. Someone was systematically eliminating defendants from her cases and had just killed the biggest target yet in front of dozens of witnesses.

FBI agents were already locking down the area and coordinating a response while EMTs confirmed what Diane already knew. Mateo Vargas was dead from a single shot fired from an extreme distance by someone who'd disappeared before anyone could respond.

She pulled out her phone and sent a brief message to her team, who were still on mandatory leave: "El Serpiente killed during courthouse transfer. Professional hit. FBI investigating. Continue leave."

The responses came quickly, but she barely registered them, too focused on watching FBI agents process a crime scene that would yield nothing useful. The shooter was a ghost who seemed determined to ensure justice was served. Diane stood on the courthouse steps and faced the reality that sometimes the system worked in unexpected ways.

The case was closed.

The team had won.

And then the sniper had struck again.


EPILOGUE


The bar was silent but for the clinking ice in Nadia's glass as everyone around me processed the end of the story.

"The sniper again?" Mac uttered after a moment.

"I knew it," Ty muttered. "That sniper is clearing out all the bad guys instead of risking them being released."

"I don't even feel bad," Charlie added, shaking his head in disgust. "That Serpiente guy was bad news."

"No kidding," Nadia said as she contemplated everything. "And I'm sure you didn't stop everything in its tracks, either. Some drugs had to be on the street..."

I nodded. "Of course, once it hits street level, it's harder to stop," I admitted. "But thanks to Tommy, word got out about the dangers of the drug very quickly, and with no new customers or new product coming in, the dealers knew it was best to switch tactics. The hospitalizations and deaths dropped dramatically almost immediately. So as far as stopping things in its tracks, I'd say we pretty much did it."

"Oh, that's great!" Rhoda said. "I was worried about that."

"But what about what the guy said?" Charlie asked, shifting gears. "About the network being larger than just him?"

"He did say that," I said vaguely. "And like I said, we didn't find any evidence of that… at the time."

Charlie raised his eyebrows in reply.

"You didn't answer his question," Mac pointed out.

"Wait!" Ty interrupted, and I couldn't help but laugh at Charlie's look of disbelief at not getting his question answered.

"What's up?" I asked Ty.

"What ended up happening with the Coast Guard?" he asked. "An entire cutter? That's unbelievable."

I shrugged. "The things people will do for enough money."

"I can't believe not one person sounded the alarm," Mac wondered.

"Well, let's face it, especially the lower ranks, they don't really get paid all that well," Charlie pointed out.

"Yeah, so to them, that had to be like a million bucks," Ty realized. "That could have done it."

"I'm sure there were threats involved," Mac added. "There had to be, to get that many people on board."

"It all came out in the investigation," I answered. "All the court martials took time, and the investigation took a couple of years to reach its final conclusion, but at the end of it all, everyone got the punishments they deserved. And, yes, there were threats and coercion and lies about the consequences of not going along with the plan. The younger ones were enticed by the money but also terrified of what would happen if they didn't go along with it, and the higher-ups all had families that were being threatened if they blew the whistle on the operation. There was a lot more going on there than just money."

"Wow," Mac breathed. "That's horrible."

"It was," I agreed. "But the Coast Guard and the other branches all made significant changes to ensure nothing like that would happen again. Trackers, other technology, and redundancy measures make everything aboveboard now. It's virtually impossible to go off the path like they did without getting noticed."

"That's great to hear," Charlie said with a shudder. "Wow, I can't imagine."

The trio chatted amongst themselves for a bit about military procedures and what it must have been like for the Coasties on board the Resolute, and I finished my drink and helped Rhoda, Nadia, and Olivia shut down the bar for the night. All in all, it was a successful night, and I was grateful to have a solid team around me.

I thought back to everything that had happened around the time we dealt with El Serpiente, how my splintered and worn-down team had come together for a common goal. It had been the healing case we'd needed, and moving forward, things had felt much more balanced. I was looking forward to sharing the next few stories with my bar girls and the Navy kids. After this major shift, so much had happened, and I knew they would love every minute of it.

In the meantime, I had an important meeting with a realtor tomorrow. I was excited about the possibilities this purchase would bring to the business, and as I looked over at everyone chatting at the bar, my heart warmed at the thought of how thrilled they would be with the new changes.

Current events seemed to mirror the timeline of my stories, and as the pieces fell together to create new beginnings and a promising future, I couldn't wait to share it all with the people I loved.


AUTHOR’S NOTE


Hey, if you got here, I just want you to know that you’re awesome! I wrote this book just for someone like you, and if you want another one, it is super important that you leave a review.

The more reviews this book gets, the more likely it is there will be a sequel to it. After all, I’m only human, and you have no idea how far a simple “your book was great!” goes to brighten my day.

Also, if you want to know when the sequel comes out, you absolutely must join my Facebook group and follow me on Amazon. Doing one won’t be enough because it relies on either Facebook or Amazon telling you the book is out, and they might not do it.

You might miss out on all my books forever, if you only do one!

Follow me on Amazon.

Follow me through e-mail.

Check out my Facebook Group.
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