Chapter Two – A Pattern No One Sees
Marco Caruso did not look like a man chasing international drug cartels.
He looked like a man who had spent too many years behind a desk.
The fluorescent lights hummed faintly above him. Rows of gray cubicles stretched across the Miami field office. Most of the desks were empty. It was nearly eight in the evening.
Caruso preferred it that way.
When the office emptied, the noise stopped. The interruptions stopped. The small conversations about cases, supervisors, and budgets faded out.
Only the numbers remained.
He leaned forward and stared at the screen.
Another spreadsheet.
Another shipment report.
Another week of data no one else seemed interested in.
Caruso had spent twenty years with the DEA. Early in his career, he had kicked down doors and stood in humid warehouses while agents counted bricks of cocaine stacked like construction materials.
Those days were gone.
Now he watched supply chains from a chair.
Most agents hated desk work.
Caruso did not.
Numbers told stories.
You just had to know how to listen.
He scrolled through seizure reports from the past twelve months.
Colombia.
Peru.
Brazil.
Shipments intercepted in Rotterdam, Lisbon, Valencia.
Each entry listed the same information.
Date.
Location.
Quantity.
Purity.
Caruso paused.
The purity column had caught his attention three weeks earlier.
He tapped a key and brought up a comparison chart.
Average purity of cocaine seized in Europe.
The line climbed steadily upward.
That was wrong.
Not dramatically wrong. Just enough to make the back of his mind itch.
He studied the numbers again.
Purity was rising.
Which meant the cocaine reaching the street was cleaner.
Caruso leaned back and let the thought settle.
Normally, when law enforcement increased seizures, purity dropped. Dealers cut the remaining supply to stretch what was left.
That wasn’t happening.
This meant the opposite.
More of it was getting through.
Caruso exhaled slowly.
“That’s interesting,” he said under his breath.
He adjusted the filters.
Airport seizures.
Cargo seizures.
Maritime seizures.
The airport numbers caught his attention first.
They were dropping.
Fewer mules.
Fewer body carriers.
Fewer small arrests.
Yet the supply had not changed.
The drugs were still arriving.
Caruso rubbed his chin.
“Where the hell are you hiding it?”
He turned back to the screen and began pulling baggage inspection reports from several European airports.
Thousands of entries appeared.
Most of them useless.
But occasionally, a note stood out.
Unusual luggage weight.
Dense suitcase panels.
Minor chemical trace.
Nothing confirmed.
Nothing actionable.
Just fragments.
Caruso leaned forward.
The same suitcase brand appeared more than once.
Not often.
Just enough.
He opened a new document and typed:
Possible concealment method in manufactured luggage.
Unconfirmed.
Needs cross-agency review.
He stared at the screen for a moment.
Then shook his head slightly.
Nobody was going to read it.
The DEA produced thousands of reports like this every year. Most disappeared into archives without changing anything.
Caruso saved the file anyway.
Across the Atlantic, in an office building in The Hague, another analyst was reading the same reports.
Inés Vidal had noticed something similar.
A luggage importer operating out of Bogotá had appeared in a customs database two months earlier.
The shipment numbers were small.
But consistent.
Too consistent.
She leaned closer to her monitor as a new report came through the shared intelligence network.
Possible concealment method in manufactured luggage.
Unconfirmed.
Needs cross-agency review.
The author line read:
Marco Caruso
DEA Miami
Vidal smiled slightly.
Finally.
Someone else was paying attention.
She opened a new message window and began to type.
Agent Caruso,
I believe we may be looking at the same anomaly.

