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      To my loving wife, my anchor in a storm.

      The light that guides me home.

      Without you, I would be adrift,

      lost to the sea.

      Thank you for supporting me in a way no one else ever could.

      

      To all the heroes in blue, and sometimes in multicam.

      The ones who risk it all every day so that others may live.

      Semper Paratus.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “The true warrior fights not because he hates what is in front of him, but because he loves what is behind him.”

        G.K. CHESTERTON
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            AUTHOR’S FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes the right choice is not the easiest one. At its core, this novel is about the integrity, grit, and determination needed to face difficult choices in life.

      While this is a work of fiction, the choices we make in our everyday lives will have parallels to the themes presented in the pages of this novel. How far would you go to protect others? Would you put your own life at risk? Would you put the life you’ve built at risk?

      For the protagonist in these pages, Logan Cross, these are no longer hypothetical questions. The fight arrives at his doorstep. As he works to uncover a greater conspiracy, the risks amplify. The choices he makes have consequences, and the deeper he digs, the greater the danger.

      The men and women of the United States Coast Guard make decisions like this every day. On small boats, cutters, aircraft, and during high-risk maritime boardings, these dedicated professionals make choices to execute dangerous missions, knowing that the cost may include their own lives. There is no trophy, no promise of accolades, only a drive to save others, which overrides self-preservation instincts. The old service adage proclaimed, “You have to go out; you don’t have to come back.” While policy has changed to provide greater safety to the men and women in uniform, the mentality remains behind each insignia and nametape.

      My greatest hope is that as you read through the pages of this novel, you can relate to some part of Logan Cross and his journey through the darkness. Maybe you’ve faced those difficult questions in your own life. Perhaps you’ve experienced personal tragedy or seen someone you love to face a tragedy. If you haven’t, maybe it helps you assess your own willingness to respond to difficult situations.

      Most of all, I hope you enjoy the ride. Buckle up, there are rough waters ahead!

      D.M. Webber

      March 2025

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

      

      The views expressed are those of the author and do not reflect the official policy or position of the U.S. Coast Guard, Department of Homeland Security (DHS) or the U.S. Government. DHS cannot attest to the substantive or technical accuracy of the information.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          CAPE ANN, MASSACHUSETTS, MAY 2022

        

      

    

    
      The wind whipped across the waters south of Manchester Harbor and Great Misery Island at nearly twenty knots. Forecasts predicted an easing off as the sun rose that morning, but it was still blasting across the open water, turning the sea into a washing machine of choppy waves with rippling whitecaps. Tony Rivetti gripped the wheel of his boat, knuckles turning ghostly white with the strain in his hands. He wasn’t all that skilled at operating a small boat, certainly not in conditions like this. However, his employer was clear that this trip was simple, and it had to be done solo to avoid suspicion. He wouldn’t tell his employer no; that never ended well. He had been ordered to rendezvous with a gray and white center console to take delivery of a shipment of drugs for refinement and further distribution. He had cash in a small duffel on the deck behind the operator chair. After he exchanged the money for the drugs, he would be back in Manchester before noon.

      As the ten o’clock rendezvous came and went, he complained to the open sea that the other boat was late. He wondered why they were keeping him waiting and if it was some kind of power play. There was no way to know the real reason, so he told himself to be patient and try to hold his position.

      For forty-five minutes, Tony alternated between tapping his foot on the deck, drumming on the wheel, and occasionally pacing when it was calm enough. It was a vain attempt to somehow speed up time until the other boat suddenly became visible on the southwestern horizon. As the boat drew closer to Rivetti’s position, he watched it rock and roll on the waves. It was as unstable as his own craft in this wind and chop. It was another seven minutes before the boat was close enough for Rivetti to see two people on board: a driver with long, perfectly-parted hair and a sun-kissed tan that made him look a little like a character from some ’80s action movie; the second man was behind the first and had huge arms, a bald head, and a mean scowl on his face. He resembled a professional wrestler or a bouncer. He looked as uncomfortable on the boat as Tony felt. The two men looked like they were ready to give him a beat-down instead of a simple marketable goods exchange. Rivetti shook the thought from his mind and tried to focus on not vomiting on the deck as his boat rolled violently in the chop.

      The other boat closed the gap to a foot, and the second man tied a line to Tony’s boat as they continued to drive forward, putting both boats into the choppy waves. It was clear the other operator had far more experience handling a small boat in rough weather.

      When the rolling hulls settled into a synchronized lazy back-and-forth pitching, the other operator called out with a slight accent that Rivetti couldn’t identify.

      “What you have for us?” There was no inflection in his voice, just ice.

      Rivetti glanced at the man, but he stared back blankly. There was no emotion, not a thing. Rivetti felt a nervous charge of energy run through his entire body. He reached for the duffel, trying not to look threatening or nervous, even with his palms slick with sweat. He held the duffel close at his side, then asked, “Got the stuff we need?”

      The operator pointed to the back deck, raising his eyebrow as if to say, “What, you don’t trust us?”

      Rivetti felt that feeling again; he couldn’t shake it. It wasn’t the ocean making him nervous. He spoke a little more tersely than he would have liked. “Put it there,” pointing to his back deck, “then I’ll hand the cash over and we can be done with this.”

      Action Hero nodded at Wrestler, and Wrestler took the sign to do what he was asked. It wouldn’t matter, not to Rivetti anyway. He started moving bag after bag, slowly filling the other man’s deck with them, until the last bag fell loosely on the pile. Rivetti watched carefully, then put his arm up with the duffel outstretched toward Action Hero. What a bunch of creepy guys, he thought.

      Action Hero grabbed the bag, carefully putting it behind his console chair, turning his back for a moment. He spoke barely loud enough for Rivetti to hear over the wind and waves, “You’re about to… how you say… serve greater purpose, Tony.”

      There was that feeling again, cold, creeping through him like ants under his skin. “Why?” His voice projected confusion and fury. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means, enjoy the afterlife,” Action Hero said, and before Tony could react, there was a suppressed Glock pointed at his chest, and a muffled shot rang out.

      Tony Rivetti heard the shot, felt it, but his brain refused to acknowledge what had happened until the second shot rang out, punching through his chest next to the first. He stared blankly at Action Hero for a moment, blinking in pained disbelief as it suddenly became clear. It was far too late for action. He now knew why he couldn’t shake that nervous feeling. Rivetti opened his mouth to speak, but blood sputtered where the words should have been as his lungs collapsed, and he grabbed his chest, struggling for a last breath he’d never get. As he lost consciousness and his world turned black, his last view of life was of Action Hero’s icy eyes staring at him while still holding his pistol at his side.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The gunman holstered his pistol without ceremony, casting a final glance at what, moments ago, had been a man. He wouldn’t think of Tony Rivetti in that way. Rivetti had been a small part of a greater plan, one he didn’t fully understand. Apollo was supposed to plant drugs, kill the man to make it look like an exchange gone bad, and case the Pickering Wharf Marina in Salem for a specific boat, as well as the general layout, which he had done before he had left this morning. Of course, he’d worn a disguise to throw off any facial recognition at the marina, so it would be nearly impossible to tie him to what had taken place out here, south of Cape Ann.

      Subconsciously, he drove back to the southwest to pull the boat at the ramp. It would likely take an hour or more to get back, but it could be less since they weren’t heading directly into the wind. Ox spoke up, realizing Apollo had come out of whatever trance he was in. “They won’t figure this out, will they?”

      “No chance. Cops do not give a damn about—how to say—pusher. Their… uh… investigation will lead no place. We did them favor.”

      Ox grinned as they bumped through the choppy water toward Pickering.

      As predicted, the return trip was shorter. They pulled up to the boat ramp a little under an hour later. While Ox walked up the ramp to get the truck, Apollo pulled his phone from his pocket. It rang three times, then a man answered. The reply was simply, “It’s done.” The man on the other end of the line thanked him for his services and told him to keep his phone nearby. There will be more work soon.
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        “True genius resides in the capacity for evaluation of uncertain, hazardous, and conflicting information.”

        WINSTON CHURCHILL
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          UNITED STATES COAST GUARD STATION GLOUCESTER, MASSACHUSETTS, MAY 2022

        

      

    

    
      Duty section swap took place an hour earlier. The usual griping took place by the starboard section; their counterparts in the port section were looking for excuses to keep them stuck scrubbing and polishing instead of being home with their families. It was the same at nearly every small boat station in the Coast Guard.

      Boatswain’s Mate First Class Logan Cross had to admit he wouldn’t trade it for any other post. As port section leader and law enforcement and weapons petty officer for the station, he shouldered responsibility for almost everyone, including gear requisitions, training schedules, and ensuring that everyone in his section, and many outside it, had what they needed to survive. Although a gunfight in coastal Massachusetts was unlikely, he knew how quickly routine safety boardings could go off course.

      He left MSRT, the elite Maritime Security Response Team-East in Chesapeake, Virginia, a few months earlier to report early to Station Gloucester. He didn’t leave because he wasn’t good at it. He was. He was one of the best. But after years of high-stakes, adrenaline-fueled operations, late nights, long deployments, and near-death encounters, he and his wife Melanie wanted more: a home, a kid or two, a family, and a more peaceful life. It would be hard to do that if he didn’t come home one day. So, he made the toughest trade of his career: danger for duty.

      Cross recertified as a coxswain, a boat driver, in a few weeks. The small twenty-nine-foot response boat was used for law enforcement and shallow water search-and-rescue operations; piloting it was second nature. Then he knocked out his boarding officer recertification to take over the LEPO/WEPO role he now held. Next up would be the forty-seven-foot motor lifeboat later that summer, and the heavy weather cert in the winter. He planned to be fully certified early the next year. He was spacing it out intentionally, taking care of his crew first. The command noticed, and so did the crew. Cross could feel their trust in him grow.

      Logan Cross was obsessed with military history and tactics even as a young boy. Even in his earliest school years, he had this feeling that he would end up joining the military at some point. He remembered his dad telling stories of his father, who was a tank commander in the Second World War. He was stunned when he was told the story of how his grandfather got part of a finger blown off by a German rifleman; the German got lucky as Cross’s grandfather was getting a wind call prior to a major engagement outside some random French village. Though his grandfather died long before Cross was even an idea in his dad’s mind, the legacy was seared in young Cross’s DNA, and it would never leave. As he matured, his interests ranged from military history to military thrillers, and then to intelligence and even interrogation techniques.

      When Cross mentioned the idea of joining the military in the shadow of his late grandfather’s legacy, his parents advised him to attend college first, perhaps hoping that enlisting would lose its luster after a few years of earning an undergraduate degree. The concept only strengthened in Cross’s brain, and as he put his energy and focus into classes on the origins of terrorism and historical revolutions. He excelled at those topics. His final paper for his revolutions class offered a deep analysis of the impact of the Iranian revolution on modern-day terrorism in the post-9/11 world, which earned him the best grade in his entire collegiate career.

      Boring temp jobs in nameless office buildings with zero excitement cemented his desire for adventure and a life of greater meaning. Logan Cross didn’t want a career pushing paper. He considered joining the Navy SEALs, but there was a steady pull in the other direction. He pulled away from the fight and toward saving lives. Partially emulating one of his favorite literary characters, Chief Boatswain’s Mate John Terrence Kelly, he joined the Coast Guard instead of the Navy, determined to become a boat driver. The decision put his parents at ease. At least he’d serve in a non-combat role and wouldn’t be a target for insurgents.

      Fate, however, possessed a strange sense of humor. As it would turn out, the young boat driver had skills in law enforcement that were appealing to some folks on a little-known team out of Chesapeake, and a call from a former instructor of his didn’t hurt. Cross landed a slot on the coveted MSRT on a service-wide all-rates solicitation and ended up being shot at anyway. The unusual path shaped him into someone who took nothing for granted—someone who could see the big picture, even when concealed in fog.

      The call came in after 1100, as the cooks prepped for the noon meal in the Can-Do Café. The smell of spices, fresh chicken, and veggies permeated the small space. The Can-Do Café was named after the crew of a pilot boat who had risked their lives and paid the ultimate price to save an active-duty boat crew from the station who found themselves in trouble on a rescue of their own. The history and legacy of this station were palpable, which appealed to Cross on a deep, personal level.

      Cross heard the radio come to life in the communications center at the back of the station overlooking the boat docks, but that wasn’t a confirmed call. It was only people wondering about a boat adrift. The watchstander received a call from an unlisted number on the station landline, indicating a possible medical emergency out past Great Misery Island off Manchester Harbor. The reporting source gave little information before hanging up. The unreachable number didn’t have a caller ID that registered on the old-school digital landline receiver.

      When Cross was called into comms, he checked his Garmin watch, an Instinct model he had chosen for durability under the rigors of combat operations as well as functionality. It was 1106; it was a perfect time for a case to kick off. The seaman who was standing the first watch described the call as “weird,” which made Cross a little curious about what he might be missing.

      “What do you mean,” Cross asked. “Weird how?”

      “I mean…,” Seaman Robertson said. “They called in saying there was a medical emergency, provided no further information, and hung up before I could ask questions.”

      “No information at all, not even the type of medical emergency?”

      “Not a thing, only a location.”

      “Okay, Robertson. Thanks. Keep an ear out for anything else related to the case. We’ll be underway in a few minutes.”

      As he toggled the search-and-rescue alarm switch and announced underway orders for his boat crew on the response boat, Cross hoped the reporting source was around long enough to answer some questions. Great Misery was about fifteen minutes on the RBS, maybe a little more with the current wind state, so it wouldn’t be long before they were on scene. He had more questions than answers, but Cross knew that was frequently the case with search-and-rescue cases until more information was developed en route.

      Cross filled out a quick mission record with the minimum information he had, listing his crew, mission, boat number, and cell phone in case they lost communications with the station. He grabbed his ready gear bag, leaving the station at a steady run to beat his crew to the boat. As he made his way down the brow to the pier, he noticed the twin Honda outboards on his boat puffed steam, and the discharge water streams shot out. He knew his good friend, Machinery Technician Second Class Nathan Sutter had beaten him. He was onboard firing up all the boat’s systems. Cross stepped onto the boat, and Nate joked, “You’re getting slow, old man!”

      At thirty-five years old, Nate was two years Cross’s junior. He was an inch taller than Cross at a full six feet. Nate was tall and athletic with dark brown hair cut short in a crew-cut with a little gray creeping into the temples. Nate started to show the age of a man with three kids and a wife to support, but was, nonetheless, a high performer.

      “Shut up, Nate,” Cross said with a smile. “All those gray hairs don’t come from being younger than me.” They’d met a decade earlier while in another unit and somehow made it to Gloucester together.

      “Okay, fair point, but most of them are from my wife and kids. I’m still faster than you.”

      “Maybe by a whisker, but I’m not quite settled in yet. Does anything feel off on this one?”

      Nate took a slow sip of his energy drink before responding. “No, buddy. Like what?”

      “I don’t know, a feeling. Maybe it’s nothing.”

      “What was it your old man used to say? If something feels off—” Nate started.

      Cross finished the statement without hesitation. “It probably is off. I know. Let’s keep heads on a swivel, okay?”

      Cross put his inflatable low-profile life jacket over his body armor and shirt, then slipped on his gun belt, snapping the belt keepers in place. Nate did the same. The rest of the crew made their way onboard. Boatswain’s Mate Third Class Cody O’Donnell readied himself, and Seaman Lauren Davies was right behind him.

      Cody was fresh into his twenties, five-foot-ten with light brown hair cut high and tight, with a mustache, and a lean physique. Lauren was just over eighteen, having joined the service right out of high school. At five-foot-five with a slight frame, she had dark brown hair pulled tight into a regulation bun. Lauren was still finding her place at the unit.

      After Cross announced the information about the reporting source hanging up, Cody spoke up. “Boats, they gave that little information and hung up? That sounds strange. I mean, I know I’m a new boat driver, but that sounds weird to me.”

      “Thanks, Cody, I appreciate your insight. You’ve got a keen eye for those details. Keep trusting it. For the moment, with so little information, we treat it as SAR until something proves otherwise. Head on a swivel, folks. Don’t assume anything. Let’s get going.”

      The seasoned crew went through their accustomed risk assessment and were off the pier less than ten minutes after the initial call had come through. The watchstander informed the station’s officer-in-charge, Chief Warrant Officer Bill Grayson, of the mission on the crew’s behalf. As Cross called back to clear lines, he received confirmation that they were no longer attached to the pier and ramped up the throttles. He said to himself, as he always did, “Go baby, go!”

      Their course took them past Ten Pound Island and its iconic lighthouse. They passed the Dog Bar break wall and then traveled along the Cape Ann coastline toward Manchester. Cross was at home on a boat, the water splashing under the hull, the wind blasting through the open windows, and the twin gas outboards humming behind him as he drove his boat at max safe speed toward the last reported position on the south side of Great Misery. He dodged lobster pots every few seconds, and the boat danced among the assorted white and yellow buoys like an experienced skier in a slalom. He maintained situational awareness to avoid hitting one of the many submerged rocks and shoals. It wouldn’t help the person in distress if he ran his boat aground due to a lapse in judgment. The other challenge was the wind. It was kicking up choppy seas that should have eased off earlier this morning but hadn’t. Weather reports were always off. Today, the wind-driven chop was sending occasional bursts of salty sea spray onto the windshield, and Cross was forced to use the windshield wipers to maintain forward visibility.

      As the RBS approached the target area, Cross looked back at his crew. Only a few minutes out, they were alert, aware, locked on, and appeared ready to take on anything the day threw at them. He was proud to have such a great crew to be with on this mission.

      It wasn’t long before Davies called out, “Surface contact, bearing three-three-zero degrees, about a mile out!”

      “Damn good eye, Lauren,” Nate said, “I have it in sight, white on white center console, appears to be dead in the water. Cross, you got eyes on?”

      “I have it,” Cross confirmed as his eyes narrowed to focus on the boat. It was drifting with the seas on its starboard side, aggressively rolling side to side, as if no one was controlling it. About a quarter mile out, he slowed his approach to allow time for his crew to assess the situation. No one spoke, but everyone likely got that same weird feeling.

      Where was the operator?

      Cross took a breath, considered the possibilities, and realized there was only one thing to do. “Rig lines for slip. Making my approach, starboard side.”

      He’d slide the RBS into position on the other boat’s port side rail, putting his starboard side to theirs to assess the situation, and tie off so they could leave in a hurry. He would then send one of his people to assess the severity of any injuries on board. It weighed on him that the other boat never replied to Station Gloucester. They were close to shore towers, so he wondered why they weren’t answering.

      His thoughts were suddenly broken by his crew.

      “Ten feet and closing,” called Nate. “Speed good, approach angle good!”

      “Roger. Standby lines!”

      Cross carefully eased alongside the other boat at a chosen contact position.

      Nate called the approach, “Five… four… three… two… contact!”

      The RBS bumped the center console softly with a mild chirp as the collar of the Coast Guard boat contacted rubber and fiberglass, and the inflated fenders took the remainder of the contact force.

      “Pass all lines and take out slack, I’ll steer us into the swell in a second!”

      “All lines made and tight!”

      “Roger. Coming around!”

      Cross skillfully positioned both boats with bows into the shifting seas so they could at least have a halfway decent ride while they figured this one out. As soon as they were stable, Cross ordered, “Nate, step over, tell us what you see!”

      Nate grabbed his helmet from the armrest, snapped it on, and then stepped onto the aft deck of the RBS. “Stepping over!”

      Cross nodded.

      Nate instantly slipped and lost his footing inside the other boat. The crew watched as Nate moved in slow motion, nearly face-planted, and grabbed the console rail at the last second. He then jumped back about three feet.

      His face was ghostly white. “Motherfuck!” he screamed, his eyes darting around the deck.

      Cross felt a sudden chill despite the seventy-four-degree temperature.

      “Nate!” Cross somehow knew the answer to his own question, “What do you have over there?”

      Nate paused for a little too long, then said in a voice too beaten for his usual energy, “Buddy, you need to see for yourself.”

      The risk of leaving the boat with only two crew members was not as severe as the trauma Nate was experiencing on the other boat. “Cody, on the sticks, I’m going over.” The fellow RBS Coxswain calmly took the kill switch lanyard, meant to shut down the engines if the operator was pulled from the chair for any reason. He clipped in without a word.

      Cross snapped on his helmet before carefully stepping over to the other boat.

      Once on board, he caught sight of a man lying on his back in a sticky pool of blood. Two bullet holes marked his chest. His mouth was open in a silent scream, matching the stare of his open eyes. It almost looked like he’d been shot mid-sentence, caught completely by surprise. His pale face seemed drained of blood. Cross pulled a pair of disposable gloves from his belt, then carefully knelt, trying not to get any of the man’s blood on him, and checked for a pulse. Nothing. Dead.

      The rocking boat, the wind, and the sea spray suddenly gave Cross the feeling he was trapped in a hurricane. The suspicious phone call pulled his thoughts like a wild current. The lack of follow-up response was like an added gale-force wind. Now there was a dead body. The white tops of breaking waves were about to crush him to cap off his thoughts. His mind was overwhelmed with so many details that it was difficult to rein it all in.

      Cross stood and stared at Nate. His jaw tightened, and his eyes went cold. When he finally spoke, his voice came out flat. “What was that you said about something not feeling right?”

      “Jesus, Cross. Medical emergency, my ass. They fuckin’ put two holes in his chest!”

      As they silently considered the situation, Cross looked over the deck of the boat and noticed some bags stacked along the side. His instincts told him what they contained, and once again, his experience anchored him and told him to think differently about this case. He quietly reached for his phone as he looked back at the victim. Cross felt his blood run cold. The victim looked vaguely familiar. The realization smacked him in the face like a bag of bricks. Tony Rivetti was a known drug and weapons trafficker operating from Massachusetts down to Virginia. Rivetti’s face danced in front of Cross’s eyes like a specter, remembering all the time he and the MSRT had spent trying to hunt him down. They had nearly caught him once.

      Rivetti was known for being the rendezvous guy, the one who would meet for an exchange of goods for money, but he didn’t usually run solo. Someone else would drive the boat, and Tony would conduct the business.

      Why was he out here alone? Why Gloucester?

      It wasn’t adding up. Cross felt the pull of his conscience. He had to do something outside the bounds of normal operations, but it might help him get some real answers. While Nate and the rest of the crew briefly turned away, he opened his phone’s camera, snapped a couple of pictures of Tony, the wound, the scene, and the bags of what he suspected were drugs. He slipped his phone back into his pocket and asked for the operations camera. A moment later, he took the same pictures plus a few more without disturbing the scene.

      Cross felt his stomach twist into a tight, painful knot. The weight of this case tested his professionalism and composure. “Nate, let’s get back on the RBS, contact station, and let them know we have a crime scene. Request state troopers meet us out here.”

      “Yeah, Boats. No problem.” Nate sounded as if the magnitude of the discovery had broken something in him.

      They both stepped back to the RBS, taking a moment to dip their boots in the water to remove the blood before stepping back into the cabin.

      “Station Gloucester, Station Gloucester. Rescue two-nine-one-eight-three, rescue two-nine-one-eight-three on channel one-six, request you switch and answer working channel, over.” Nate was still all business, even if he wasn’t in the best headspace.

      A moment later, the secure VHF came to life. “One-eight-three, Station Gloucester on working channel. Go ahead, over.”

      “Station, one-eight-three, we have an adrift boat with a deceased operator with two gunshot wounds. Notify command and begin notifications to state troopers and CGIS, over.”

      Nate glanced over his shoulder at Cross.

      Cross felt his eyes staring at nothing. He felt like he was searching for an answer in an abyss. He might not be able to find what he was looking for.

      Nate shrugged his shoulders.

      Just hope for the best. We’re doing it by the book.

      One minute went by with no reply, and Cross knew there should have been one by now. He had taken Nate’s place and was about to call again when the silence was broken.

      “One-eight-three, station,” came a gruff voice of a seasoned maritime professional.

      Cross immediately recognized the voice of Chief Warrant Officer Bill Grayson.

      “Station, one-eight-three, go.” Cross was apprehensive about what was coming. He felt his heart race; his palms were slick with sweat, and his instincts reached for distant possibilities. Grayson’s taking over was outside normal operations, and Cross felt unnerved.

      “One-eight-three, station. Civil authorities will not be meeting you out there. You are to tow the adrift boat to station, tie it to our inside slip. We’ll figure out what’s going on with civil notification later.”

      This wasn’t protocol for a homicide or suspicious death in any form. Every part of Cross’s being screamed that something was off. Grayson’s order wasn’t unorthodox; it was dangerous. However, challenging the officer-in-charge over the radio would only create friction, maybe even isolate him before he had facts to back up his gut. His thumb hovered over the mic key for a second longer than it should have. He could feel the sweat collecting on his brow. He sensed the eyes of his crew watching to see what kind of leader he was in this tense moment.

      “Station, one-eight-three copies all,” he finally said, calmly but abruptly. “Returning to station with adrift boat. Nothing further, out.”

      He slowly slipped the mic into its overhead cradle. A lump formed in his throat. What the hell is the old man doing? This isn’t caution, it’s control. Cross had spent enough time in combat zones to know the difference.
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      Cross and his crew followed Grayson’s orders and returned to the station. They tied the center console boat to the inside slip away from prying eyes. Nate had to admit Grayson’s directions didn’t sound like a request; it sounded more like an order.

      Grayson met them on the pier, helped handle lines, and then patted each crewmember on the back before telling them he would guard the boat and body until an officer from Sector arrived to start the investigation with local law enforcement’s assistance.

      That wasn’t protocol for something like this, and Cross said, “But sir⁠—”

      Grayson snapped back, “But nothing, Boats. Get your crew some chow, and don’t come back down here. I’ve got the watch. That’s an order.”

      “Aye-aye, sir.” Cross walked after his crew, unable to shake the thoughts that this was way outside of policy. Everything about this felt wrong.
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        * * *

      

      Cross had seen death before—dealt with it before. Gruesome injuries were no mystery. While his stomach was unsettled, he got through the lunch of grilled chicken, mixed bell peppers, and rice pilaf. His crew barely touched their food.

      Nate endlessly mixed his rice with his fork. Cody took one bite of the chicken and stared at his plate as if searching for a deeper meaning to life. Lauren looked almost frozen in time and space. Her hands were flat on her thighs. She sat unblinking, staring at the wall.

      Cross finished his meal quickly and then went and sat down with each team member in turn to check in. He had learned over the years that no one was ever as strong as they portrayed. He had lost two close friends from a previous unit to suicide, neither of whom gave Cross the impression that they contemplated that most final solution to life’s problems.

      Nate was shaken, broken, after seeing such a graphic death. “Cross, why? What was the point of that? Leave a guy for dead in a boat off Salem? I can’t get it out of my head.”

      “I wish I knew, Nate, I really do. It’s hard to get it out of my head, too. What do you think you need?”

      “Time,” Nate said with a sigh. “Just time, buddy.”

      Cross paused for half a second too long, and Nate noticed. “There’s something else, isn’t there? Please tell me you didn’t recognize the dead guy.”

      Cross couldn’t mask the look of admission on his face. He wouldn’t lie to his friend and engineer. “Yeah, Nate. I did. He was someone we tracked on the team. We almost got him once. This whole thing seems shifty.”

      “Christ, Cross! Now what?”

      “I don’t know yet. I can’t figure that part out yet. All I know is I have to run it up the chain of command.”

      “Got it. Let me know if you need any help with that. These guys sometimes need some convincing.”

      “Thank you,” Cross said with a nod, “I appreciate it.”

      Cody was much the same. Younger and less experienced, his reservations came out immediately. “BM1,” Cody said with his head cocked to the side in confusion, “can you clarify something for me?”

      “Sure, Cody. What’s bugging you?”

      “Nate said ‘medical emergency my ass.’ Was that the call here?”

      “That’s what it was supposed to be, yes.”

      “But it was a dead body instead. Why the discrepancy? Why didn’t we know earlier?” The look on Cody’s boyish face made Cross wonder if his subordinate was ready to go kick in Grayson’s door himself.

      “Cody, I don’t have any answers on this yet. I’m going to get there. In the meantime, is there anything I can do to help you cope with the case and fallout?”

      Cody spoke in boat driver terms for a moment with a brief smirk, considering the trauma of the situation. “I’ll be fine in the long run. It’ll take time and distance to get this in the past. But I need to know that this wasn’t some kind of weird setup. The whole thing just smells off.”

      Cross briefly saw Tony Rivetti’s face flash through his memory again. “Cody, I agree with you. I’m not sure why it was off yet, but I’m going to figure it out. Promise.”

      “Thank you, Boats. I suggest you go check in on Lauren, too,” Cody said with a subtle nod to their youngest crewmember, who looked like she was a hollow shell of herself, “I don’t think she’s okay.”

      Cross moved toward Lauren. As the youngest and newest to the Coast Guard, she graduated from basic training in Cape May, New Jersey, only a couple of months ago. She looked like she’d seen a ghost; she was pale, stoic, and didn’t say much. Cross figured she would need some help to process what she was feeling. As he sat down with her, he cautiously put a calming hand on top of hers. “Lauren, I’m so sorry you had to witness something so graphic. Talk to me. What’s going on?”

      Lauren’s eyes misted over, and she looked at Cross with a face that showed equal parts sadness, shock, and uncertainty. “BM1, I don’t know. I—I’ve never seen something like that.” She sighed and pulled her hand away. A tear rolled down her cheek. “When I went through basic training, they said most stations are relaxed, other than occasionally being busy with cases. No one ever said we’d be witnesses to murders.”

      “If it helps,” Cross said with a sympathetic smirk, “they didn’t say anything like that when I went through either.”

      “Kind of,” Lauren said as she wiped the tears from her cheeks. “I’m just trying to make peace with the fact that it had to happen on our watch.”

      “I completely understand. This is a difficult situation to handle.”

      “Doesn’t the Coast Guard have resources to help us with this? It’s not all on you, BM1.”

      “They do, Lauren. I’ll get those lined up. Please ask if you need anything else.”

      “Thank you for checking in, BM1.”

      “In case you wondered, there’s a reason I’m so invested in you, Cody, and Nate. Years ago, I witnessed one of my fellow non-rates at my first unit sexually assaulted. Four fellow servicemembers, people she knew and trusted, snuck into her room at night. I felt helpless. The next day, when she told me about it, she made me promise not to say anything. She later reported it, and all the offenders experienced the wrath of a commanding officer who wouldn’t tolerate that kind of behavior. After seeing the trauma that it caused, I made a promise to myself that I would never let my crew deal with the ugly things alone. I would always have their backs.”

      Lauren wore a look of disgust and horror. “That’s horrible. I had no idea. But now I see why you want to take care of us. I know I appreciate it, and I’m sure the rest of the crew does as well.”

      Cross felt strongly that he should take his crew off the board and let another boat crew handle operations until his crew got the help they needed. The conversation with Lauren confirmed it. He wasn’t going to lose more friends and shipmates to things he could help resolve by being a good leader and friend.
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        * * *

      

      Cross marched into the executive petty officer’s office, next to the communications center, and knocked. Chief Jonathan Drazen answered, “Enter.”

      “Chief, my crew is torn up over what happened. I recommend an immediate stand down and critical incident support.”

      “Absolutely. You’ll have what you need before the end of the day, and your crew can sit it out. We’ll recall people if necessary. Are you doing all right?”

      “I’ve seen more than I care to, but it’s not the worst thing I’ve seen. I think I’ll be okay, but I’ll check in with the chaplain when he gets here to be sure.”

      “Smart man. Don’t assume you’re bulletproof. It takes a toll on everyone.”

      “Thank you, Chief. I appreciate all your support.”

      “You’re welcome. Let me know if I can do more.”

      Cross left feeling like he had the ear of his chief and a strong ally.

      As Cross returned to his team, he noticed an unmarked SUV drive up to the back lot of the station. He slipped into the communications room to observe.

      The SUV pulled into a spot across from the building, and an officer in short-sleeve dress blues stepped out, adjusting his formal cover. Cross could barely make out the rank: lieutenant. The man made his way to the pier like he knew where he was going. He descended the brow down to the boats and disappeared.

      Cross thought it was strange that the officer didn’t check in with the station or chief first. He slipped out the exterior door and casually walked to the deck shop, a little outbuilding by the edge of the pier. He snuck to the back window and cracked it open, hoping he could overhear the conversation.

      “Nice to see you, Bosun.”

      “Nice to see you too, sir, though I wish it were under better circumstances,” Grayson replied.

      “Tell me about it.”

      “Not sure what these guys were thinking, it wasn’t careful at all.”

      “I’ll reach out to them and make sure they know.”

      “I’ll talk to them. They’ll listen to me.”

      “Fine, where do we stand here?”

      “Waiting on locals so we can call this a drug deal gone bad, nothing more to talk about, sir.”

      “Understood, I’ve taken steps with Sector. You shouldn’t get any heat from them. I’ll leave you to your job.”

      Cross crept into the office and turned his phone to silent. No sense giving himself away. He heard the lieutenant stomp up the brow in his dress shoes. The SUV revved to life and drove away. When Cross thought the coast was clear, he slipped back into the station and walked into his duty room. His thoughts went in two directions. What was Grayson into, and who was the lieutenant? He could think of one way to check his suspicions. Tony Rivetti was a known quantity, not just some random pusher. Cross felt compelled to find out why he ended up dead in such an unlikely place.

      Cross waited a sufficient time to allow Grayson to return to his office and to a normal rhythm. His instincts calmed the storm inside him and gave him a subtle nod that he was doing the right thing. Waiting would allow breathing room—an intentional pause. He walked to Grayson’s office ten minutes later, his heart racing slightly. This conversation could reveal something or nothing, depending on how Cross chose his words.

      He stopped at the doorframe and knocked twice loudly.

      Grayson spoke quickly. “Enter!”

      Cross squared the corner into Chief Warrant Officer Grayson’s spacious office with its natural wood desk made from local timber decades earlier and an array of nautical memorabilia befitting a man of Grayson’s position and title.

      “Sir, do you have a few minutes to discuss the case we just encountered?”

      Grayson was unreadable in his facial expressions, and his answer revealed nothing. “Sure, Boats. What’s on your mind?”

      “Is there some reason we had to break protocol on the investigation?”

      “You mean the lack of local resources?” Grayson grinned.

      “Right. Is there a reason we had to take it on our own? Shouldn’t we be pushing more buttons on this?”

      “How would we do that exactly?”

      “Calling up and down the chain of command until someone answers. Banging on doors like boatswain’s mates until someone helps us out.”

      “I understand your position, I really do. Let me give you some insight. I’ve learned in my time here that local resources are somewhat unreliable. Sometimes we’re required to act independently. You know that as a trained boat driver. Sometimes you need to make a judgment call on your own. Totality of experience, right?”

      “Well, sir, I get that. I’m just saying, shouldn’t we be pressing to not compromise a murder case so there’s a proper investigation?” Cross folded his arms over his chest. He couldn’t help feeling confused about why Grayson wasn’t seeing reason. There was still nothing to read in the man’s reaction.

      Grayson was listening with no emotion on his face. He grinned as he said, “Listen, I get it, but I’m not going to burn bridges here. These resources we have here, Gloucester Police, Essex Sheriff, and Massachusetts State Police, they’re unreliable, as I said. If I bark at them, I risk open hostility between cooperative agencies.”

      “But sir, if it’s their responsibility to⁠—”

      Grayson abruptly cut him off. “Cross, listen, I’m not compromising our limited cooperation for ‘could have, should have.’ I need you to stand down, and we’re going to reach out as soon as we can and let our professional law enforcement partners do their jobs. Are we clear on that?”

      “As a bell, sir.”

      “Good… dismissed.”

      Cross walked out of the room, feeling more confused than ever before. Grayson’s actions were odd, even suspicious, but the words left no path to anywhere other than a dead end. Grayson said he would contact local resources, and there was nothing more to chase.
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        * * *

      

      That night at the station, Cross checked on his boat crew again. Chief Drazen delivered on his promise of critical incident counseling, and the coroner took the body. The crew was still shaken and bagged for further missions this duty cycle, per the chief’s concurrence with Cross and his judgment. Still, they seemed like they could move on, given some time off the boats. As for his own needs, Cross simply needed to clear his head.

      The next morning, he stepped into the dim station gym while most of the crew was still asleep. The air smelled faintly of rubber mats, old sweat, and a worn resistance band that hadn’t been replaced in years. He didn’t bother turning on the overheads; he worked out in the pale glow of emergency lights and his fury.

      He started with a mile run on the treadmill, Metallica’s Until It Sleeps blaring in his headphones.

      The words echoed the pain he felt, staying right by his side.

      The rhythm was out of sync with his run. His legs moved, but his mind focused on the adrift boat, the blood, and the supine dead man staring him in the face from the deck of the Boston whaler.

      The man had a name, even if he didn’t want to say it out loud on the radio. Tony Rivetti’s face danced in front of his eyes like a fuzzy projection on a dirty white board. Rivetti had a dossier in the team intel shop, complete with pictures of a man who had been on the wrong side of the law for his entire life.

      The curse of his crew seeing that bloody murder matched the words, and it remained seared in his brain.

      He dropped to the mat and pushed through burpees, pushups, and kettlebell swings. He worked fast and hard with no rest. His shoulders burned, but it still wasn’t enough. The image of Nate’s white face, slipping in blood, burned into his skull like a bad tattoo.

      He thought about how Tony Rivetti could no longer harm anyone. Of course, he couldn’t; he’d taken two bullets to the chest.

      He moved to the heavy bag and hit it harder than usual. Jab, elbow, knee. Again. Then he took karambit strikes—three tight arcs aimed at an imaginary throat. Again. He tried to clear his head, but it wasn’t working. He had visions of the team as they geared up for a takedown to bring in Rivetti to face justice. The rattle of rifles as rounds racked into chambers, the chirp of radios as they were checked for proper encryption, the buzz of their night vision as they checked focus. The mission failed that night because intel had been off, and Rivetti was long gone before the MSRT showed up.

      He lost control mid-combo. His fist clipped the edge of the bag and slid off awkwardly, jamming his wrist. “Shit,” he hissed, shaking it out.

      The bag swayed in front of him, taunting him like the specters of his past life on the team.

      Cross leaned forward, rested his forearms against the vinyl, and let his head drop. The silence in his ears rang louder than the music. The chaos he was trying to sweat out remained.

      He breathed hard, shutting his eyes.

      Slowly, he pushed off the bag, finished his set out of sheer stubbornness, and finally stretched more to hide the tremble in his hands than to loosen up.

      He was still rattled, but he had a crew depending on him. At least that was something he could still hold on to.

      He went back to his duty room and showered, trying to process what he had witnessed during the last twenty-four hours. As the hot water ran over his muscles, he let the events of the day filter through his head like a spin cycle.

      As he pulled on his uniform, put on his dependable GoRuck MACV boots, and grabbed his karambit, Cross paused with the karambit in his hand. He unfolded it, feeling how perfectly balanced the knife felt. His thoughts wandered to four years earlier, when the blade had become a part of his persona, woven into his identity.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Jakarta, Indonesia, 2018

      

      

      The air in the dimly lit training hall was thick with the scent of sweat and incense. Cross’s bare feet were stuck to the worn wooden floor; his shirt was soaked through, and his lungs dragged in the heavy and humid Southeast Asian air. He gripped the dull training karambit, trembling slightly. The curved blade still felt foreign in his hand.

      Pak Hendra moved like smoke. He was fluid, agile, diminutive, and terrifying at the same time. The older man circled Cross in silence; his eyes were sharp and unreadable.

      Cross lunged, sweeping the blade toward his master with nearly perfect form. In a blink, Hendra sidestepped, redirected Cross’s momentum, and twisted his wrist. The karambit clattered to the mat. Before Cross could recover, he was face-first on the ground, and the edge of his master’s trainer blade pressed against his neck. It was the fifth time that night that Hendra had effortlessly overpowered his student.

      “Again,” Hendra said, stepping back.

      Cross pushed himself up slowly, clenching his jaw. He was bathed in sweat. His shoulder throbbed from the landing.

      Cross retrieved the blade and reset.

      He paused more than long enough for Pak Hendra to notice.

      “You hesitate. Why?”

      Cross wiped his forearm across his brow. “Because I keep screwing it up.”

      “Good. Now you are learning.”

      “What do you mean?”

      The master approached, slowly and deliberately. “The blade is not your strength. It is your mirror. If you strike with ego, it will show your overconfidence. If you move with fear, it will display your fear for your enemy.” He tapped the karambit in Cross’s grip with a calloused finger. “This is not an American knife. It does not forgive arrogance or ego.”

      Cross lowered the blade slightly, breathing shallow. He didn’t know what to say.

      “You came here thinking you were already dangerous. Now you are being remade.”

      For once, Cross didn’t argue.

      That night, after drills, Hendra handed him a live karambit with a tiger-striped finish. Cross turned it over in his hand, feeling the sting of failure with every bruise.

      “You are not yet a master of this blade,” Hendra said with a sage nod. “But tonight, you finally stopped trying to be.”

      From that moment on, the Gerber folder stayed in his pack, forgotten. The karambit never left his side.
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