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"SO, TELL ME WHY WE'RE here again?"

Charlie Bradon, known around the team as "Backburner," lowered the binoculars. "One of my informants is also a CI of the local vice squad. We're here on a favor, to uh..." he handed the bios over to Diane Wallace, "ColdCall" to her teammates, "keep them out of trouble."

"Trouble huh?" She could see the car's clock, "2:30 on a Tuesday afternoon ain't normally a time of trouble." He shrugged, and she raised the binoculars. 

Across the street, the Starlite Motel was a relic of a bygone era when Route 62 was the main artery through El Paso. Its rosy glow had long since gone away after years of neglect. She scanned the building and saw the turquoise paint that once adorned its adobe walls peeling like dead skin. The swimming pool was now just a shallow hole in the ground, filled with beer cans and trash. Out front, next to the dead neon sign, a skeletal swing set, a single swing hanging like a leftover hair spun in the twisting air. 

"This place is a dump." 

"And hence why we're keeping my CI out of trouble." 

Wallace glanced at him again and turned up the volume on the radio between them. The chatter of the El Paso vice squad crackled through the sedan's cabin. 

"Of all the cars in the fleet, why'd you choose this piece of shit?" 

Now, it was Diane's turn to tease Bradon, "Best AC in the fleet too." A huff and a roll of his eyes answered her. 

Wallace slouched in her seat a little, fingers unconsciously tapping the grip of the pistol tucked into her waistband.

Charlie looked over his sunglasses perched on his thin nose, "How do you even carry like that?"

Diane touched her Smith and Wesson M&P, "You mean appendix?"

He nodded, "I'd be afraid of blowing my junk off." 

Sitting up now, she adjusted her shirt, "Keeps this thing," she tapped the grip again, "Off my wide hips. Hell'va lot more comfortable this way.“

"Wide hips, my ass." he scoffed, looking at her. Five foot eight at the most, and maybe no more than 140lbs, "Now, let me tell ya about that girl I was with a couple of years ago. She had hips like a battleship, you see..." he trailed off as he noticed a ratty Ford F150 with Mexican tags roll by. 

"You see that? That's gotta be them." 

A moment passed, and then Wallace raised her binoculars. She watched the truck pull into the motel's parking lot, pulling in next to a beat-up Chevy Impala. 

Two men, a Mexican cowboy and a rough looking white dude, got out. Cowboys. Coyotes. Gang members. Whatever they were, the car's radio crackled with the vice cops' affirmation that the expected arrivals were there now. 

"They're a suspicious pair, aren't they?" Bradon whispered as he watched them stand under the upper floors' overhanging walkway. 

The binoculars were on the powerful side, "They're packing too. The white guy has a hand cannon under his vest." She zoomed in on the Mexican, "And the other guy, he's got a damn briefcase or something in his hands." 

"Awesome." Bradon drew his Glock out and pulled the slide back just a hair, a glint of brass reflected in the afternoon sun. "Just in case," he said, pushing the pistol back into the holster on his hip. 

The pair of cowboys climbed a paint peeling stairway. Diane watched them wander the upper floor walkway until they came to a room with a half open door. They paused, and then they entered, pulling the door closed behind them. 

Time passed as the pair waited for something to happen. 

"Why can't we hear what's going on inside?" 

"Those stupid local guys didn't hook up a wireless connection. They're just doing it all with tape."

A sigh, "So old school..." 

Suddenly, the car's radio crackled, first garbled static, then the words, "... down. Help!" Then the motel room's door slammed open. The white dude's pistol was out, and a fireball lit up the room as he backed out. 

Diane dropped the binoculars.  "What the fuck?" 

The boom of the pistol shot echoed across the parking lot. 

Bradon slapped the dash. 'Go!' He yanked his pistol back out.

The Crown Vic the pair were in moaned as Diane slammed the car into gear and accelerated across the street, barely dodging a car and a van. Rubber cried as she cranked the wheel hard and skidded into the parking lot, tagging the Impala and then crunching against the bed of the cowboy’s truck.

Bradon rolled out, his pistol in his hands, while Diane slammed her shoulder into the door on her side, and it didn't move. "Fuck!" 

The Mexican, a pistol in his hand, hit the parking lot running and was knocked backward from the Crown Vic's impact on the pickup. His partner, a few steps back, dodged the flying body, vaulting into the parking lot itself, coming face to face with Charlie. 

"Freeze, DEA!" 

The gunman hesitated, the big silver pistol in his hand pointed at the ground, "Fuck you!" and the gunfight expanded. 

Charlie had the drop on him, but reflex never beats intent. The gunslinger’s revolver swung up, fireball-bright, and a copper-jacketed slug ripped past Bradon’s ear. The supersonic crack of the blast was a sharp retort to the three shots that Charlie fired back. 

The gunman doubled up, and lifeless fingers dropped the smoking pistol. Diane saw all this as she finally got her door open, scrambling around the front of the pickup. The Mexican gunman, dazed from his impact, had stumbled up next to a broken down coke machine, his fingers loosely gripping the automatic in his hand, his wicker hat pushed far back on his forehead. 

"Don't do it!" 

"Maldita perra..." he moaned as he raised the pistol. 

Wallace slammed him into the machine with two rounds from her Smith, which ended everything just as quickly as it had started. 

Struggling to find her partner, "You good?"

Bradon walked up to his attacker, kicking the pistol out of reach of the dead man, his hand on his left ear. "I'm good."

"Upstairs."

The two agents climbed the steps, concrete flakes scattered everywhere. 

Room 207 stood with the door ajar, the stink of blood and cordite covering the old, moldy room. Bradon's informant was lying on the bed, arms outstretched, blood leaking from a head wound. A briefcase was lying on the rickety table next to the window. An El Paso vice cop was sitting on the floor, holding his belly, dark crimson oozing between a pair of twisted fingers. 

Bradon grabbed the officer's radio and called the local PD about the incident. 

Footsteps outside, sudden commotion inside the room as officers and paramedics filled the space. 

Diane's instincts kicked in, and she took the briefcase, and said, "Partner." 

The agents were out of the room and downstairs in a minute. 

"You wondering what's in here as much as I am?" she asked, fingers hovering over the latches.

"Worse than Christmas. Open the damn thing." 

Double snaps on the latches, a hiss escaped. Then, the case slowly unfolded.

Expecting meth or fentanyl, or something, their eyes expanded as they saw the bottle tucked neatly into a layer of gray foam. A glass ampule, amber liquid shimmering inside, lay there.

"Be careful with that shit, Diane." 

"What in the fuck have we got here?" She carefully picked the tube up with her fingers. "Charybdis," she said as she read the medical packaging label. 

"You?" her head asked to her partner. 

Charlie stared at the vial, "No idea. Button that thing back up. We're not supposed to be here, remember." 

"Kinda late for that, Charlie." the case closed, and she stared at the Mexican she'd shot lying a half dozen feet from her. "Kinda late for that."
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"AND WE ARE BACK, " Diane muttered, stepping into the hum of the operations room. It felt longer. 

"Back home we are," Bradon moaned, "Feels like it's been forever since we've been here, Diane." 

She opened her mouth in mock shock, "It's only been three weeks, Charlie. Three weeks." The giggle was lost in the noise of the operations room as the pair passed through. 

"Look who's back from leave," the pair shifted and stopped in front of Richard Knox, their perpetually smirking teammate, "You two sure pissed in Jenkins's Wheaties with that shooting last month, and honestly, I'm glad I was there to watch him lose it." 

"Knox, you can just fuck off. It was a clean shoot, and you know it."

"Yeah, well, at least I wasn't the one he was pissed off at, Bradon."

Diane got close to Knox, "Good thing we have you here to keep us humble." 

Showing hands up in a mock surrender, "Whoa there, Wallace. I just work here." 

A nod of her head, and the pair moved on, "More like bumbling on the streets." A middle finger salute was the only reply Bradon gave. 

Jennifer Faulkner, blonde-haired techno wiz, competent and not a bimbo, almost crashed into the pair as they walked past the breakroom. Coffee sloshed, "Damnit." A glance up, "Wallace. Bradon. You're back?"

"We're back. Already told Knox to fuck off."

"He needs that about once or twice a day. He's such the asshole." 

The trio laughed. "Coffee?"

Charlie shook his head, "Makes me too jittery." 

Raising a steaming cup, "Already got mine," Diane replied. 

In a conspiracy laced tone, Faulkner leaned in close, "Jenkins is not happy with you two." 

A shrug, "When isn't he happy with us?"

"Hey, you two! Get in here now!"

The three turned, seeing Special Agent in Charge Thomas Jenkins standing half out of his office, waving frantically. 

Diane waved back, "We'll catch up later." 

Separating, the two heard Knox and Faulker trading insults as they hurried down the hallway. 

Walking into the SAiC's office felt like a bad idea. It probably was. Neither of them particularly enjoyed the moment. "Agents Wallace and Bradon, welcome back to duty. Close the door."

The office was too cold, with the AC fighting against the heat outside. Diane didn’t sit. Neither did Bradon. The office stood what seemed a mile above street level; wall-to-floor glass provided a panoramic view of El Paso; Fort Bliss could be seen in the distance, covered in 100-degree sunlight. The city itself stretched out forever to the foothills in the distance. It was a nice view if one were sightseeing, but that wasn't today; all she felt was her superior’s eyes drilling into her.

"Seems that the DA has cleared you two for duty after last month's shootings." Jenkins had a habit of walking behind his desk, and this time, he paced, looking for his next words.

Deputy Director Katherine Hayes sat in Jenkins' chair, angled slightly towards the window, her arms crossed. The city spread out behind her, a miniature world under her gaze. She hadn't spoken since they entered. Her silence seemed calculated, a deliberate withholding.

Charlie and Diane felt the weight of their superior’s scrutiny.

"Any officer-involved shooting is subject to intense scrutiny, as you know."

Jenkins stepped closer to Wallace and Bradon. "While you did the right thing," he paused for dramatic effect, "if you ever do the 'right' thing in the field again," another damn pause, "I will personally throw you under the bus." Jenkins eyed the two agents, "Am I clear?"

"Wallace, am I clear?" Jenkins' voice was a fist, not a question.

"Yes, sir." She kept her back straight.

His stare landed on Bradon. "And you?"

Charlie nodded. "Crystal." No point in arguing.

"Very good. Now, let's start this briefing." Jenkins walked back around his desk.

"Jesus," Bradon whispered under his breath.

"Now, let's get one thing straight," Jenkins began. "This task force was formed to target a specific individual: Javier 'Serpiente' Mendoza, a mid-level trafficker responsible for moving significant quantities of fentanyl across the border." He annoyance of his repeating the mission was clear to Diane and Charlie.

"The operation at the Starlite Motel was not authorized, and it has significantly jeopardized our primary objective."

He tossed a photo onto his desk, which skidded to stop in front of the two agents, "Furthermore," he continued, his voice laced with disapproval, "the discovery of this... substance complicates matters. We are awaiting analysis, but preliminary reports suggest it's a new, highly potent synthetic opioid, possibly a variation of the fentanyl we were looking for."

Diane shifted on her feet, unable to hold back. "Possibly?" she interjected, her voice sharp. "Sir, with all due respect, that substance is not fentanyl. The way it was packaged—I’ve never seen anything like it. It wasn't cut, it wasn't bagged, it was... manufactured. Purpose-built." She exhaled, shaking her head. "I don't know what the hell we walked into, but it wasn't anything we'd seen before."

Jenkins fixed her with a cold stare. "Agent Wallace, as we are all aware of the unusual circumstances of our unit acquiring this substance, and until the lab results come back, we can't make any definitive statements. Right now, speculation is counterproductive."

Diane's partner leaned forward, "But sir, if this is something new, shouldn't we be prioritizing our investigation on it?"

Jenkins sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose.

Brandon picked up the retort, "Those suspects were moving something that's not typical drug running; if things hadn't gone south, we'd know what they were selling..."

"And right now, that is not your concern, Agent Bradon." Hayes’ voice was calm.

Charlie winced. Having Deputy Director Katherine Hayes speak was not what he wanted to hear; her words would only mean more bad news.

"With all due respect, ma'am," her look cut him off again.

Hayes tilted her head slightly, her gaze steady but almost bored. She scanned a report in her hand, its cover stamped with the Bureau of Applied Science and Technology logo. She assessed Bradon, her lips barely twitching in a semblance of a smile.

"Dr. Conway’s preliminary assessment says it's a synthetic opioid," she said, voice smooth, each word deliberate. "Let's not get ahead of ourselves. This isn’t a science fiction script. What you found is a drug issue, nothing more."

Her manicured fingers tapped the edge of the report with precision as if underscoring her point.

"Now, while I understand your concerns, agents," Hayes continued, her gaze sweeping over the pair, "our priority remains Javier Mendoza's apprehension. He is a known and significant threat, and this task force was specifically assembled to neutralize him."

Diane's heart skipped a beat, her hands tightening. She wanted to speak, but her mind was screaming not to.

Deputy Director Hayes paused, her eyes settling on Wallace and Bradon. "The substance recovered at the scene will be thoroughly analyzed, I assure you. If it proves to be a significant threat, we will adjust our priorities accordingly. But for now, our focus remains on Mendoza. Understood?"

Bradon wilted, "Understood, ma'am."

Green eyes gazed at Diane, and she nodded, "Understood, ma'am; Mendoza is our priority."

"Good. Jenkins, it's your meeting now." Hayes stood and turned, gathering up the report. Over her shoulder, she said, "I expect results, Agents. Don't disappoint me."

"Mac will brief you two on what's been happening since you've been on leave." He turned to sit down, feeling Hayes's body heat in his chair, "Now get the fuck out of here."

The oak door banged shut as the pair left, "Well, that was interesting," Bradon muttered.

Diane whipped an errant strand of hair from her face, "She's shutting us down, and we haven't even been back an hour yet."

Charlie shook his head. "Hell of a way to start the day."

Diane let out a short laugh, but it died fast. "Pissing off the boss? Check."
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BACK IN THE OFFICE, Jenkins turned. 

Deputy Director Hayes stood by the window, her back to him. The bright desert morning created a silhouette of the woman. Her hands clasped behind her back, she didn’t turn immediately. Just stood there. Watching, observing the outside world.

“Special Agent Jenkins,” she said, at last, her voice smooth and deliberate, like the slow drag of a knife along a whetstone.

A bead of sweat traced down his temple. He straightened, forcing himself to stand firm. Katherine Hayes didn’t need to raise her voice to unnerve a room. She was an exercise in restraint—every detail of her polished, minimal style intentional, every movement calculated. Measured. She always smelled expensive. She always felt just a little too close.
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