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INVISIBLE RETALIATION BOOK 1

Rune and I were waiting for the rest of the SAR team to arrive so we could begin our search for Lowell. Usually, we started out knowing more about the possible whereabouts of the one missing. This time, we were pretty much flying blind.

The text I’d received was sent from a burner phone. Strike one as there was no way for it to be traced or a location gotten. We were still waiting for the Coast Guard to get back with an update on Brandt’s buddies boat. Was that headed to be strike two?

Beverly had sent a text advising of an alert from the rear and side yard cameras that had triggered simultaneously. She sent the footage which I’d shared with the team members that had gathered. Two white males, average builds and heights. Dressed in black from head to foot, their faces distorted by some bizarre zig zag patterned masks. The pattern made the camera lenses almost lose focus.

If it was Brandt, trying to get to Donna and her kids, they were too late as they were now with Cathy set up in a Tennessee women’s shelter, far from his grasp. We wouldn’t get to know who they were as they got away before law enforcement was able to arrive due to an accident which turned out to be staged. Strike three perhaps?

I heard someone walking so I turned my attention from my phone screen to the woman approaching.

“Hello, I’m Megan Kenton. I’ll be working with you and Rune on this search along with my dog, Dakota.” said the woman dressed in police camo.

Rune seemed to be interested in her dog, which looked like a wolf hybrid instead of the usual German Shepherd’s most K9 teams used. I looked down at the dog, intrigued by the mix of brown eyes with gold and green flecks.

“No, he isn’t 100% GS, he is a wolf mix which makes him unique and the first of his kind to be used in the field or in this case, out on the water.”

“Did you say water? Rune hasn’t trained for water scenting at all so I’m not sure why we’re teamed up.” I replied looking around to see if I could spot one of the SAR leaders to confirm our pairing.

“I know, you think a mistake must have been made, but once we get off the water and onto land, Rune will take the lead.

Dakota is still learning to track and indicate as fully as I want him to. I’m hoping some of Rune’s ability will rub off on him.” said Megan running her fingers through the dogs heavy coarse coat.

––––––––
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“Davis and Kenton, let’s head out.” yelled a male voice. We both turned to see George from SAR standing in a twenty something foot center console boat.

“I guess it’s show time.” said Megan giving the jump command to Dakota who made the leap with ease. Rune followed him before I even told her to. I stepped in trying not to fall as the boat wobbled in the waves. Had I known today was involving a boat ride during a small craft advisory, I would have taken something for me to avoid spilling my stomach contents over the starboard side of the boat. I was wondering if I’d started turning green as the boat went up then down with the swells.

“Ok,” I said to the others “this may be a stupid question, but how is a dog supposed to get a scent when we’re lifting then slamming down from the waves out here?”

“That’s actually a good question.” George said as he went on to explain that the boat was also running sonar which would indicate if a body were sitting on or near the bottom of the lake.

“Once we get out further and into more open water, it should level off to just four to six foot swells. I have some Dramamine if you’re getting sea sick.”

I mumbled something close to that it was probably too late for it to be of any help and tried to watch the horizon which came and went with the rise and fall of the boat. A boat which seemed far too small and too light for the conditions we were out in. George handed both Rune and myself life jackets which I put on both of us. At least it provided a bit more padding when the boat slammed back down. I looked over at Megan and Dakota, they seemed to be in the same boat (no pun intended) we were with nausea.

“Let’s see if Dakota gets any scent, we’re going to run a grid pattern back and forth across the lake at a no wake speed.” George told us as he slipped into a life jacket of his own.

Now instead of rising then slamming back down, we were rocking back and forth hard enough to make Rune lay down between my feet to avoid being tossed around. I hung onto the small railing which ran along the top of the boat. I was pretty sure by the time we reached land the rail would no longer be in a straight line. I’d be calling for an Uber to make it back to my vehicle.

There was no way I’d be putting either of us back in that boat under these conditions. Winds began to blow even harder bringing rain with them as we made slow progress across the lake. Neither sonar or the dog indicated a body so George finally called off the lake search and also did the same for a land search as the rain was coming down horizontally at this point and it stung as it hit your face.

Land, a firm surface not moving was very much appreciated by both Megan and myself. I handed George the life jackets and headed to the truck where I had dry clothes and towels. I did a quick dry down of Rune after she shook some of the rain from her coat. She got into the truck and settled down onto her pad after circling a few times.

I handed a couple towels to Megan which she took. “I need to add towels to my carry list. Until you do this a few times, it’s hard to know what to pack as “just in case” items.” I nodded while she wiped off Dakota before letting him into her van.

“Do you want to stop at Delaney’s for a bite and a drink, we can discuss this case a bit too. I feel like I’m somewhat in the dark as to who we’re looking for. All I know is that a wife abuser may have kidnapped a cop.” Megan said to me as she started to hand back the towel then pulled it back into her body. “I’ll wash these and give them back to you tomorrow or later if we go out again tonight as this storm is supposed to break.”

“As nauseous as I got out there, I’m suddenly craving a cheeseburger. I’ll follow you.”

I called Kate to tell her that the search had gotten called off or delayed at least for now and that I was heading out to get a bite with one of the SAR members I had been teamed up with. I invited Kate to join us if she wanted.

“I probably shouldn’t be there if you’ll be talking shop.”

“We won’t be discussing anything that requires discretion. Besides, you know Lowell too and have some interest in our finding him.”

“I do. Ok, I’ll meet you there. Since I’m closer, I’ll get a table if I do beat you.”

“Sounds good hon, request a table for three and please order me a Coors Light.”

“Did you get seasick?” Kate asked knowing for some reason beer settled my gut.

“Yeah, but to my credit, I never puked. But, I have no desire to repeat that experience ever again. It was like a roller coaster stuck in the climb then slam mode. Follow it by intense sideways rocking.”

“Enough, I’m getting queasy just hearing about it. Drive safe, see ya soon.”

I had no idea what Megan’s stance was towards a woman with a wife, but lesbians weren’t uncommon in law enforcement. I liked for my working partner to get to know my life partner as it was important to me that they knew who had my back in either scenario.

I saw our VW parked off to the side of Delaney’s so parked our truck in the empty stall beside it. Rain had slowed but was still coming down so I opened a window so Rune could have fresh air. The little rain guards I’d added to the frame would keep the rain from getting into the interior. Rune didn’t seem too concerned as her eyes quickly drooped, snoring began immediately after.

Since my shirt was already a bit damp, I didn’t bother with an umbrella. I held my soggy windbreaker over head as I dashed to the doorway. I shook out my coat so it wouldn’t create a puddle next to my chair.

I was hoping the a/c wasn’t cranked or I’d need to grab a dry shirt from my go bag in the truck bed.

I motioned to Megan once I saw her standing in the doorway looking for me. She walked over, smiling as she saw Kate. “Hello, I’m Megan Kenton. I think we met once at a garden meeting, I was there with my boyfriend Robin”

“Oh hi, I thought you looked familiar. Did Robin ever buy those banana palms he was lusting after?”

“We have two now in our back yard and he’s threatening to get some coconut palms to put back with them.” Megan answered as she sat down at the table. Eyeing my beer, she told the waitress she’d like one too. “Sue Ellen is just too good at her job of a sales woman.

“So Megan has a wolf shepherd hybrid dog that she uses for searches.” I told Kate. “He has the most amazing eyes, Rune seems infatuated with him.”

We made easy small talk while we waited for our food to arrive. I made sure to drink plenty of water along with the 12 ounces of beer on the off chance we’d get called out again later to reengage in the search. Kate filled Megan in on how we met Lowell and told him how great a guy he was.

Our phones never alerted during our meal so when we were done discussing the case, had made more small talk, we headed out to our vehicles.  We all pulled out one after another, Megan headed North as we went South.

I pulled into the garage beside the VW, Kate was already out and part way to the door opener to close it. I headed inside behind her, our two smaller dogs giving me a very thorough sniffing before backing up with a small trail of hair raised along the center of their backs. Kate noticed it before I did.

“Why is their hair up?”

“My guess is they are smelling the part of Dakota that is wolf. They never react that way with regular dog scents on me.”

“I bet that’s it. So you said Dakota is a unique looking dog, how so?”

“His eyes are very much like yours, brown with gold and green flecks.”

“I know I’ve told you this before, but you’re the only one who has ever seen that in my eyes.” Megan told me moving in for a kiss.

“Then they didn’t take the time to look in deep enough to find your soul.”

“Why don’t you head off to shower and I’ll put those clothes in the washer in case you want to wear them again. I’ll take towels too if you have any.” I headed back out to the truck to grab the two towels and tossed them into the washer before stripping down, tossing what I’d been wearing into the washer prior to starting a wash cycle.

“I was going to do that.” Kate told me as she looked me up and down. I tossed my forearm over my breasts, my other arms palm covered my crotch. “Shy now?”

“Yep.” I replied before heading in the direction of our master bathroom.

I lathered my hair twice as I could still smell the lake after the first. I increased the temp, letting it cascade down my shoulders and back. I felt chilled through my bones, aching joints called for an Advil before bed later.

Because we’d had a later lunch, we’d want something lighter for dinner in a few hours so I did a couple of chicken breasts on the Blackstone so they’d be ready for a salad later. I added some fresh lemon juice to them as they cooked, as well as some smoked paprika, garlic, salt, pepper, and a small bit of chili powder.

“Whatever you’re making out there smells amazing!” Kate yelled to me.

I flashed her a thumbs up before adding some red pepper flakes and ground white pepper to one of the breasts. Kate could tolerate spicier, hotter foods than my stomach allowed. I added a pinch of dried oregano to hers too so I could tell which one was safe for me to eat and not end up in gastric distress.

I went to our raised garden bed and plucked off two beautiful tomatoes. One had ripened while the other was still green. That one would ripen on our table before some critter decided to take a taste before leaving it to rot on the vine.

Kate made a call to her sister, checking in on how everyone was doing, talking about the weather, trying to plan an upcoming trip North to spend time with them.  I could tell by the one side of the conversation that I was able to hear, that it wasn’t the best talk they’d shared. There was a lot of activity in the background since the grand kids were there for a few days. Linda and Annie were cute kids,  fortunate to have the grand parents and aunts that they did. They were much luckier than my breakfast bunch of kids as far as family stability, safety, healthy meals and things we take for granted. Who gives a second thought really to clean water, a solid home in a safe neighborhood, food on the table, light when you throw a switch, a reliable vehicle, medical care, and the list continues. I never thought twice about such things until I was responsible for providing them.

Funny what becomes more important to you as you age. The desire for things drops off, or at least those things get much more expensive. What means more than the quantity of Facebook friends is those who are truly friends rather than casual acquaintances if even that. It’s a numbers game where less is more. Maybe that’s a good thing since as we age, we lose many to death or dementia.

Lowell had become someone close to me, someone that I was determined to help locate.

When I got the SAR call it was just before dawn. Small craft advisories were still active, creating wave heights twice as tall as myself. When George gave me the option to meet up with Louis on the land side of the search, I was quick to agree. I didn’t trust my gut enough to make it without eruption a second time. And, I had a good working relationship with Louis which made it less stressful.

Kate was sleeping so rather than wake her to let her know what was going on, I wrote her a note and told her where I’d be. Kinda. Search locations can change should there be a reported sighting. Unlikely since we still didn’t have a firm idea of a boat or Brandt’s whereabouts. Maybe George and his crew had heard something by now to help us at least get set up in the right area.

Louis was chowing down on his second granola bar when Rune and I arrived. He took the last sip from his gas station to go cup, tossing it into his truck as we walked over.

“Hi Robi, it’s been a bit since I’ve worked with the two of you gals.” Louis said as he stroked the fur along Rune’s back.

“Yeah, it has. I hope we don’t end up getting shot at again this time around.”

“Oh man, that one scared the crap out of me, almost literally.”

“Well, it did the same for me. In fact, it got me into a local army navy shop the next day to purchase this vest I’m wearing and I got a name who makes them for dogs. I don’t think Rune is overly fond of hers, since she can’t scratch likes she enjoys.”

“They’re heavy and hot but they save lives. I can’t believe some departments still make it optional for their staff.” said George adding a couple more clips into the designated slots on his vest. “You ready?”

“Do we have any idea why we’re looking in this particular area? Did the Coast Guard ever advise us on a boat?”

“All I was told was that Brandt has a buddy who drives a white Ram pickup truck and that was seen on one of the security cameras here. There were two males inside that could be seen, but Lowell could have been stashed in the back cab or even in the bed of the truck. That was covered by a tonneau cover so who knows what if anything was in there.”

“What was the truck doing? Did they just sit here in the lot or what?”

“No, this is the best part, they were towing a boat and used the ramp over there to put it in.” Louis said grinning like a Cheshire cat.

“Oh man, finally, we might have a break in this case!”

“I know right. Here’s the sweet stuff, there was a guy teaching his kid to fly a drone he’d gotten for his birthday, and they got footage of three guys getting into the boat. The footage was not good as it’s a cheap toy drone, but the lab guys say it matches pretty close to Lowell as far as they could tell height and build wise.”

“Did he appear to be injured?”

“He was hunched over and there were dark stains on his tee shirt. The drone only shoots in black and white so we don’t know if it was blood or not. But, they got the winning footage, the boat is anchored in the mangroves so it would be out of sight by anybody not going deep to fish or mess around.”

“Is that where George and Megan will be searching?”

“I think they’re going to use Megan’s dog to run a scent search from the landing to the edge of the mangroves. There’s no way the boat will fit back in there unless they use a smaller boat.”

“Damn! The boat used was really tossed around the other day in these swells and the current ones are much worse. I don’t envy any of them in that today!”

“I used to be part of the boat patrol and I loved it except for days like today. No matter what I tried, I ended up heaving over the side. Pretty embarrassing when it happened mid arrest.”

“Did you ever try the anti nausea goggles they make? They look like over sized clown glasses. I bought some for a friend to use on our boat as she has more problems than I do. The frames are filled with liquid but watching that slosh around made my gut react and add in dizziness. I guess they work for some people.” I told George as we walked towards the groves. Rune had been given Lowell’s scent so now it was her nose determining our path.

Louis touched my arm which stopped me. “Do you smell that?”

I took in a couple of deep breaths before answering. “It smells a bit like wood smoke. Are there any campsites in the area?”

“Not legal ones. Sometimes boon dockers will go in as deep as they can for a few days. I don’t see the draw being that close to the groves. Between the bugs and gators, you’d have to stay inside most the time.”

“Maybe the smoke is to keep the flying critters at bay. If they’re using it to prepare food, they may have a reptilian guest.”

I watched Louis’s hand go to the butt of his pistol. I wasn’t sure if you had to wait until it became an endangerment of life situation before you could legally shoot a gator.

I wasn’t worried for myself but Rune wouldn’t hesitate to go into protection mode. She wouldn’t be much of an opponent for an adult, especially if it was a female protecting her young.

The last thing I wanted to do was to encounter a gator. And to shoot it wasn’t on my bingo card for the day. I did a quick sweep of the mangroves to see if any red eyes reflected back at me. I sighed aloud when things remained black near and far.

As we made our way through the brush nettles and sticker burrs were getting caught in my boot laces. I wasn’t looking forward to pulling them off, maybe it would be easier to just cut and replace them. I made a mental note to check online for bulk sets of laces. I was about to say something to Louis when he tapped my shoulder and pointed to something ahead of us.

“I just saw someone walk around that shed in front of us. By the build, it looked like a male.” I nodded ducking down to try to hide our forms in the brush.

“Rune doesn’t seem to have a scent so it might not be related to Lowell. I think we need to make contact with them just in case they’ve seen something.”

“Yeah I agree.” said Louis as I saw him release the safety strap that sat at the top of his holster. I was surprised he still used that kind of a set up with all the new quick draw yet still secure options available. But then again, his back up piece was a five shot revolver instead of the smaller Glocks most of the department carried.

“You’re the law, so you go first and we’ll cover your back.”

Louis’s expression told me he’d rather be back in the safety of the office working on some redundant paperwork. “Ok, follow me.”

I kept Rune’s leash short so she couldn’t get past me. If things went to pieces, I’d drop it so she could do what she does best, engage and control.

We crept up as silently as dried brush and the occasional twigs allowed. We were within about eight feet of the shed. Even in predawn light we could make out the one door and a window to one side.

“Do you want me to go around back and you continue to the front?” Louis asked.

“You know Louis, I’m a civilian in the eyes of the department. I have no problem doing that if you feel that’s the best way to proceed.” Just as I said that, a male came around the corner and was heading towards the front door. Louis was crouched and about to stand when I stopped him.

“Look at his waist, he’s armed. We need to make sure he’s alone or at least find out what the odds are.

I’m going to keep Rune back but let’s see if we can find out what we’re dealing with here.”

Louis nodded and crept to the left of the shed, I went to the right. I was headed in the same direction as the guy had just come from.

I saw another small squat of a building, it looked like a crude outhouse of sorts. I walked wide of the shed itself as there was no way to make my approach quietly. I heard a branch snap loudly off towards where Louis should be and was glad to see it was a deer passing through. I noted that there wasn’t any type of exit on the right or rear before heading back to the front to meet Louis.

“That damn deer about gave me a heart attack. I was waiting for the guy to come bursting out the door with his gun up.”

“Yeah, I heard it too and figured you’d stepped on something buried in the leaves and what not. There’s an outhouse behind this shed, no side window or rear exit.” I reported to Louis.

“Well, that makes things a bit easier. Right?”

“Hopefully. Have you called in our coordinates. We may need backup depending on what’s waiting on the other side of that door.”

“Um no, but I will.”

As I watched Louis type out the text I wondered how he had gotten as far as he had within the department. He was a nice enough sort of a guy, but he lacked confidence and at times, common sense. He seemed more the type that would be happy in an admin role dealing with people over the phone. At the worst, risking a paper cut from relentless forms.

I watched Louis reading the response then he showed the screen to me. The return text advised backup was five minutes out. We were to take cover and wait for their arrival. I went back to where Rune was waiting taking the opportunity to take a water break for both of us. I watched as Louis consumed another granola bar and downing a bottle of water which he cast off into the grass. He caught me watching. “I’ll pick it up once this is over with.” I nodded as I tucked my empty back into my backpack.

I saw movement through the trees behind us. George, Meghan, and another guy I didn’t know came to where we were.

“So what are we looking at here?” George asked Louis. Louis looked at me so I responded on our behalf.

“We saw one armed male. No windows on either side, no rear exit. There’s what looks to be an outhouse out back of the shed.” George nodded before speaking again.

“What type of firearm?”

“Looked to be along the lines of a 1911 or something that frame size. It was hard to tell from the distance we were.”

“Ok so he may have a 9 mil or else it’s a 45 caliber weapon which means the dogs vests won’t stop that kind of round if it’s the later, especially if it’s a full metal jacket load. Best secure them out of harms way until we know for sure what may be firing back at us.”

Megan and I took our dogs back about 10 feet to where there were a couple of oaks. There wasn’t much other coverage available. I gave a down command to Rune and she laid flat, her head resting on her front legs. Dakota was in the same position as we rejoined the guys.

“Robi this is Christopher Matthews, he’s going to approach the front with me.” Christopher and I took the time to shake hands and nod at one another. “I’ve updated our location with base so they are sending three more officers and a support vehicle in case it all goes to Hell.”

Before George and Christopher moved forward, Megan, Louis, and myself took up position to where we were within firing range should it come to that. My pistol was in my hand, it always amazed me how it felt like an extension to my body.

I heard George yell out, “Police, come out, we want to talk to you.” His hand was on the butt of his gun ready to draw if the need arose. Christopher’s weapon lay ready against his thigh, all he needed to do was raise it and move his index finger to the trigger. George gave the command to come outside once more. The door opened to reveal a guy maybe 35-40 years old. I focused more of the glint coming off the silver of the guns frame. The reflection from the sun on steel was replaced with a small flash of fire and a loud boom. George never got his gun out of his holster before he fell to the ground. Christopher managed two shots before he went down, his face showing disbelief in his predicament. We never got shots off before the shooter went back inside the shed.
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I watched for movement from both George or Christopher. There wasn’t any from either of them. “We need to try and move them or at least assess their condition.” I said to Megan and Louis.

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea. Maybe we should stand down and head over to the rendezvous zone to wait for the others.” Louis said.

“Robi I agree with you. We need to see if they’re still alive. If they aren’t then we can leave them where they lay, but if they are, we need to move them back to where the dogs are. Louis we’ll need your help in moving them.”

Megan and I moved slowly towards our fallen partners. My finger had bypassed the trigger guard and instead was ready to press it in rapid succession if that shed door opened again. George’s eyes opened as we were reaching to take his pulse. With our help, he was able to stand and hobble off towards the trees. Louis met him offering his shoulder as support. We went to Christopher but there was no need to feel for a pulse. A shot to his carotid artery had been lethal.

Megan and I gave our dogs the ready command and Megan helped support Louis with George while I used George’s radio to give an update on our situation. We headed back to the boat that George’s team had used to arrive to our location. He laid down on a seat after we’d helped remove his vest and shirts. His chest was already turning a nasty looking dark purple. Watching his respiration depth and face, I had no doubt he had a few broken ribs. He used his vest to provide him with a way to keep his head up above his heart as he drank a bottle of water.

“God damn it to Hell! Now I have to tell a young woman and her kids that their husband and father isn’t coming home ever again. It’s my fault, I should have anticipated he’d come out shooting.”

None of us knew what to say in response. George would forever second guess his actions for the rest of his life. And us, that shed door shut so quickly, that none of us had the chance to get shots off.

“You did your best sir.” Louis told George as he touched his shoulder. “I can notify his family if you want me to.” That surprised me, Louis was volunteering to deliver the worst information you can ever say to a loved one. This man, who avoided any direct connection with emotion or danger if it were possible. Megan glanced over in disbelief.

“Thanks man, but no, I have to do it. It was under my direction and lead so it needs to come from me. Maybe you can let others in his department know before it filters down through the rumor mill. He deserves to have his friends know he was a good man, a brave man and he gave his life up to a scumbag.”

“Yes sir.”

“Are you having pain when breathing George?” I asked. I noticed some bloody froth forming at the corners of his mouth.

“Some.”

“Let’s lay you down flat to see if that helps at all.”

“Ok.”

Megan looked over at me as did Louis when they saw the froth. I raised my eyebrows before asking Louis to find out the ETA for the support vehicle. “Tell them to send an ambulance if they didn’t already do so.”

“George I want to look at your chest again if that’s ok with you.” He nodded, he was visibly weakening. Megan surprised me when she handed me a stethoscope from her backpack. I tapped the bell before putting it against George’s chest. I heard what I expected and feared. “George, I think you’ve got some bleeding in your lung.

A rib may have punctured it when it broke from the bullets impact. We’ve got an ambulance coming, they should be here in about three minutes. I know those three minutes are going to seem more like thirty.”

“Any of you have some good Jameson to ease this pain?” George asked making eye contact with each of us.

“Drank it on the way in this morning.” Megan answered. “Went real well with my coffee and donuts.”

George tried to laugh which made for bloody spittle to exit his mouth and onto his chest. He stared at the red spots for a few seconds before muttering something that sounded like “dirty fubar”.

Even for me, those three minutes felt like three hours. Paramedics got an IV started, positioned an oxygen mask on George’s face and had him hooked up to an EKG monitor in mere minutes. We watched the rear of the ambulance kick up dust clouds running “hot” to the nearest trauma center.

Three men stood in front of me that I’d never met before. One seemed to know Megan, acknowledging her and introducing her to the other two. In turn, Megan did the introductions with me. After we shared what we knew of the scene, we headed back towards the shed. Now it was the five of us, Louis having gone with George.

“Is there a window in that door or at the front of the shed?” The group lead, Detective Dennis Smith asked. Both Megan and myself shook our head in unison indicating no.

“Damn it, that would have made this too easy to launch a gas canister inside. Ok, Gene grab the launcher, we’ll punch a hole through that door. We’ll smoke him out of there. Be ready for him to come out shooting again. I want the dogs held back, and everyone with their fingers on the trigger. If we hesitate, we won’t fare well. From what you’ve told me, there isn’t a lot of cover but use whatever is available. Let’s go!”

Dennis moved off right center of Gene. Another detective named Marco, went left center. Megan and myself were mirroring the detectives in front of us. I bent down to a kneeling position, being short I already had an advantage over the taller males. At least I’d be harder to hit. I hoped. Kate wouldn’t be happy with me if I came back with a new hole in my body.

I listened to the “womp” sound of the launcher just ahead of the splintering of the old wooden door. I saw the hand holding the pistol before it started spitting bullets out at a rapid rate. Had Gene remained standing center, he would have been hit by the barrage of flying metal.

All of us were returning fire, a much slower rate of responding shots in comparison. I shot through the wood surrounding the door frame. First left, then right. I tried to make my shots in three foot intervals in case he was laying, kneeling or standing. Eventually, activity from the shed ceased.

Dennis motioned to the other two men and they cautiously moved up the steps. Once on the small landing, Gene kicked the door in. What was left of the door, fell into the shed in pieces. Neither Megan or myself moved until we heard the word “Clear” yelled out.

I didn’t see any need to go inside the shed so I waited outside with Rune now at my side. Megan had commanded Dakota to be at the ready. Dennis came out doing a double take once he spotted Dakota. “Is that a wolf?”

“Kinda. He’s a hybrid wolf shepherd mix.” replied Megan.

“He’s beautiful, can I pet him?” Dennis asking, his hand not moving towards the dog until Megan gave him an affirmative nod.

“There was one guy inside but there was indication that there were two others at one time based on sleeping bags. Do you think your dogs could track off the scents from those bags?”

Megan and I both answered in unison, “Sure. We just have to eliminate the one holding the dead guys scent and DNA.”

“How do we do that?”

“Let them smell the man down then we’ll let them sniff the bedding. The dogs will indicate his smell.

Then we need to get a couple of pieces of the other bags for them to refer to as we search.” Megan answered. “Can you think of anything else Robi?”

“Nope, I think that should do what we need. Has he been identified?”

“I’ve sent pictures in for rapid identification. Look at him, he has the most interesting wound pattern. The right side of his body, one below the knee, one at hip height, one shoulder, one head. I’m not sure how this pattern of shots did it, but they took him out. For all that we fired, these seem to be the only shots that hit him.”

I allowed myself to smile as I realized my pattern had in fact done the job.

“There are techs coming in to print the place, no idea if it will provide us with much as several people have probably used this place at some point. We can head out once they arrive.”

“Was there a boat in the mangroves?” I asked Dennis.

“What do you mean, a boat was there? I haven’t heard anything that mentioned a vessel of some sort. Did your team check it out prior to storming this shed?”

“No. Louis and I were headed there when he saw movement here. We’d smelled smoke as we made our approach. Once we spotted an armed unknown male, we called it into George who told us to stand down until he arrived. After Christopher and George were shot then transported, you arrived. So no, we haven’t.”

Dennis just stood there looking at me. I couldn’t tell if he was angry or what emotional path his mind had taken.

“How far from here?”

“I’m guessing 300-500 yards.”

“Ok, you take Megan and your dogs and go check it out. If there’s a boat call us and I’ll come along with Gene while Marco waits for the techs.”

“Ok, we’ll run the dogs with the scent to see if they hit on either one of them heading in that direction.”

“Good plan.” said Dennis as he tapped numbers into his phone.

Megan and I walked in sync with one another, our strides matching. “He’s not laid back like George is he?” mentioned Megan causing me to laugh.

“I’m amazed and appalled that he didn’t know about the boat factor. Does that seem off to you?”

“What seems off is that it was your shots that hit and killed the guy. And none of their shots hit him? I mean they have to qualify at the range. Sure they couldn’t see the guy, but that shed was what, maybe 140 square feet if that?”

“Something feels off about this. If I were involved in any other case, I’d be calling Lowell to discuss what’s going on. The way Gene moved to the side after breaching the door, it was as if he knew what would come next.”

“Is there anyone else you can trust well enough to ask them about this?”

“Maybe.” I said to Megan as I reached for my phone to call Dale.

“Who did you say they were?” Dale asked. “Hold on, let me put them into the system. Which department are they with as they aren’t showing up on our roster.”

“Hey Megan, do you know what department or branch those guys work for?”

“No idea, I met Dennis once when I was working on a case regarding some old socialite that had several locals in her pocket.”

“Was her name Helen?” I asked. I had Dale listening in on speaker.

“Yeah her first name was Helen but I don’t remember the last name. Her husband is doing time and she is too. Why, what are you thinking?”

Dale asked for us to give him a description. “I can do one better, check the text I just sent.” I’d sent him a photo I’d discretely taken when the trio first arrived. I don’t normally do that but my gut screamed at me to do so.

“Is there a way you can get out of there without them being aware?” I looked at Megan who responded. “Give me a minute.”

“What’s she doing?” Dale asked.

“Looking in the boat here in the mangroves to see if the key is in it.” Megan nodded so I headed over with Rune. “We’re in the boat and we’re going to try to push it out from the grove before we start the engine.”

“What about the boat you arrived in Megan?” Dale asked.

“George has the keys. He always makes a point to take keys with him no matter what he’s driving.”

“That’s a good habit and may save your asses. Those guys aren’t real cops so you need to use caution to get away. Do you have enough ammunition?”

“Yeah, and who ever this boat belongs to left us a couple of AR-15’s which will level the playing field a bit.” Megan responded as we both used the paddles to push the boat backwards. When the channel became too narrow, we pulled on the branches of the mangroves themselves. We finally got the bow of the boat out into open water. We still had Dale on speaker phone as we didn’t trust using the radio.

“I’m sorry we had to use the boat, we may have compromised any fingerprints in here.” I said to Dale as Megan turned the ignition key then shifted the boat into drive.

We headed to the location Dale had given us, it wasn’t something the fake trio could reach by car easily. We should be able to meet Dale’s team and be safely out of harm by the time they were able to get there. Dale mentioned making their trip more difficult with some fake broadcast information about taking an alternate route due to an accident.

Megan kept the boat at no wake until we were sure the guys didn’t hear us, then she moved the throttle to full speed. I was thankful for the calmer waters as the boat was light, waves were splashing over the sides at slower speed. “So are you going to tell me what is going on?” Megan asked.

“I will once I don’t have to try and yell over the noise out here. How are we on gas?”

“Looks like we have just under half a tank. We should have no problem getting to the meet up point as it should be just around the next two bends.”

I watched for anyone following us with one of the rifles in my hands. I tried not to touch more than I needed to, making a mental note of the surfaces that would now hold my prints. I wondered if Lowell’s blood had caused the red splotches on the floor which increased in size as the water came over the sides. I tried to analyze Megan’s actions. Was she one of them too who’d been bought by Helen’s money? This is why I preferred to work alone, I didn’t need to second guess anyone’s intentions or motivations.

The boat began to slow, I looked up to see the rough open area where we’d be docking. I saw Dale standing beside his Suburban. Rune recognized him immediately, her tail began to wag. She made a soft barking sound in her excitement of seeing him.

Dale, Louis, and two others helped pull the boat onto the sand and rocks so we’d be able to disembark without getting wet. “Glad you made it ok.” he told us.

“So what’s going on?” Megan asked Dale. Dale looked over at me, “What have you told her?”

“Nothing. She worked on the case putting Helen away. Told me she’d met Dennis during that time. She didn’t seem to know the other two.”

“Am I now under suspicion? Really??” stormed Megan.

“I ran a full background check on you before you arrived. I had to as the three guys that came to assist you clearing the shed are on Helen’s payroll.

They weren’t there to help you, they were playing a part. We’re not so sure that Brandt has Lowell. If he does, he may have been bought too. George told Louis on the way to the hospital that Marco was dirty and suspected the others might be too.”

Dale said before Louis interjected, “That’s why I’m here, to provide more fire power if need be.”

“So are we back to zero as far as locating Lowell?” I asked.

“Maybe not, we’ll run the prints we lift from this boat. That should give us a list of the players in the game. But, time isn’t on our side.”

“Could Lowell’s old partner, Shawn Parker be one of them?” I asked Dale.

“I never ran that as a possibility. Parker was sentenced for some of the crap he did for Helen but his time was minimal. So chances are, he’s out and looking to give Lowell a pay back for ratting him out. Good info, and maybe a viable lead.”

Dale had called for another squad to meet him at our coordinates to lift prints off the interior of the boat as well as to impound it. We watched the SUV back a trailer into the water which would transport the boat to the impound yard. Once it was loaded, we got into Dale’s vehicle to be taken back to our individual cars.

“I’m sorry if you think I doubted you. I don’t trust most people and those that I do, earned it. I follow my gut instinct, and it didn’t warn me regarding you. It did give the slightest quiver though when you introduced me to Smith. And then probably because he made all sorts of my alarm bells sound off. I know just how deep Helen’s network of supporters runs.” I said to Megan as we rode in the second row back of the SUV. Rune who was behind us nudged me with her nose then did the same to Megan.

“I get it. It’s cool. So now what happens?” Megan asked her question of Dale.

“We are in a holding pattern until we get prints back. Otherwise we’d be chasing our tails, falling down from dizziness.”

Dale dropped us off telling us to get some rest and that he’d be in touch once he had something to relay. I was looking forward to going home, showering and then having a drink with Kate out on the lanai or maybe better yet, in the pool.
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Kate put together a plate of crackers, cashews, grapes, and some Wisconsin cheese. We nibbled on it as we floated around in our pool chairs. I’d made us mojitos using fresh mint from our garden. I loved how the smell of it lingered on my fingers.

“So will Dale call you soon?” Kate asked as she popped a grape into my mouth.

“He said he would once they got prints back. That’s assuming the prints are in the system. If they aren’t, we’re kinda screwed.”

“Speaking of which....” Kate gave me a wiggle of her eyebrows which made us both laugh. “On a more serious and less devious note, what do you think about inviting Carole and Emma over for dinner, it’s been a long time.”

“That sounds good, I bet you’d like to play some Rummy Kube after dinner. I could do something on the smoker.”

“Yes to both.”

“Ok, you make the invite and I’ll go over and get some stuff from Larson’s Meat Market. Maybe some ribs and chicken breasts? I’ll get some russets and sweet corn too.”

“Will you make me some of your smoked beans too?”

“Of course.” I said before going poolside for more snacks.

The next night, Carole and Emma told us they’d love to join us so we set it for the following night. I’d shop once out of the pool and Kate wanted to vacuum and dust. I told her the house looked amazing but I knew her comfort level was to give things a once over.

We floated long enough for two mojitos to be consumed as well as all the snacks. Since a house had been built abutting our back yard, pool sex was less frequent than before. It didn’t sound like the neighbor was outside so we made good use of our time to engage in water play. It was amazing to me the extent of waterproof toys that were available.

Carole and Emma were seated at our dining room table, playing the second round of Rummy Kube. We played for quarters. Carole, Emma and I were each down to three quarters of four. We advised Kate we were coming for her and our quarters.

“So what or shall I say who, in new?” I asked both women.

“Well,” said Carole, “I’ve met the most incredible woman. She’s around my age and her name is Sheila. She came along one day with Dot’s crew to lend a hand. I couldn’t stop watching her move. She seemed to glide like an athlete. In fact, I asked her if she was a PE teacher or something before she retired since she just had that look about her.

She told me she used to play a lot of sports like softball, tennis, and racquetball. She asked me if I was interested in playing pickleball so she’s gonna help me find a good beginners paddle. She owns a Winnebago RV so she likes to travel all over and meet new people.”

“My mom is smitten.”

“Like you’re not?”

Emma nodded as she said, “Yes, I’ve met someone too, her name is Lisa. She works as a paralegal for a law firm over in Tampa. We’re still in the learning about each other stage but she seems to be so normal that I sometimes can’t believe it.”

“I’m glad you have someone making you both grin like you are. Both of you, your eyes lit up talking about them.”

Emma blushed and Carole said, “At my age, love isn’t as easy to come by so when it does, I intend to grab and hold on until it throws me off. Sheila has had a rough past, she used to be part of a motorcycle gang with her ex-husband. I wasn’t Hells Angels bad but they were involved in some pretty nasty things. She has some scars across her back and thigh from a gang fight. Sounds like the women in those groups really fight dirty with knives, nails and big rings. She was able to break away from it when her husband was sent to prison for his part in an armed robbery. I told her I hope she doesn’t get bored by me since I’m not that exciting.”

“Don’t sell yourself short Carole, you get into plenty of adventures in that shelter of yours. How is that going, are you still at full capacity?”

“Good and yes we are.”

“Tell them what you’ve been doing mom.” Emma encouraged her to speak.

“I’ve been looking at more locations for a possible second location or even a third.”

“Wow, I wasn’t expecting that.” I told everyone.

“Well, I have found some investors so that would make it less of a financial burden on me. And, I’ve found some more community support, eager to sell owners, and even neighboring counties that have funds available for a shared resource.”

“Tell them Sheila’s idea.”

“Well, she mentioned that I should consider opening a halfway housing unit for incarcerated women getting out. She said she knows several women that would benefit from something like that.”

“Has she done time of her own in some capacity?” I asked.

“She’s done jail time. She told me she was arrested for possession of cocaine but didn’t serve much time as the amount was, as she put it, a bit of dust. Enough to identify but too little to get high from.”

“She sounds like she was a bit of a bad ass.” Kate said.

“Yeah, I think she still is in some ways. I’ve wondered if that’s why she needs to travel around as much as she does, and, it’s always to different places. She can be very secretive at times, aloof. I know this is probably a short term fling but it’s fun. I don’t plan to give her my entire being. Actually I don’t see myself ever doing that again with anyone. It makes me sad at times to where I actually weep. My time here on Earth is nearing an end. I don’t want to die alone and with all of you in my life, I hope that I won’t.”

Kate reached across the table to take Carole’s hand. “We’ll be there for each other. Always.”

Kate won yet another of our quarters, this time gloating at her supreme playing abilities. Lucky for us, it was time for me to pull the meat of the smoker so it could rest before serving. Emma came out to help me.

“Have you heard anything more about Lowell?” she asked.

“No. Every hour that goes by makes for his chance for survival lessen. There’s been no more sightings, no John Does showing up in some random place. I’m starting to think we may never see him again. He’s become like a brother to me in some ways.”

“He can be irritating like one.” Emma said as she used tongs to set the potatoes and ears of corn into a cake pan. “Would you like me to shuck the corn?”

“That would be great, I’ve got meat to cut and Kate hates to do it as the hairs bug her. Let them cool a few minutes so you don’t burn your hands. I can show you an easy way to do it if you want me to.”

“Yes, I want you to.” Emma’s eyes held mine too long for my comfort level. I thought we were past that stage of flirtation and temptation. I was.

Kate had cleared the game boards, set the table, and placed glasses of wine at each plate. I cut the ribs apart so they’d be more manageable and did the same with the chicken breasts, cutting them in half. The russets were leaving a trail of kosher salt pieces along the counter top as I moved them onto a serving platter along with the cleaned ears of corn. The cast iron pot of beans were on a trivet, hot from being rewarmed in the oven. “Please serve up while things are hot.” I announced.

Carole, Emma and Kate went to the table to get their plates. Once they’d gotten their food, I did the same. Usually corn on the cob isn’t something served to company due to the mess it can make on the table, ones face, and even stuck in teeth. But since we were already sticky from barbecue sauce, who cared. We were among equally messy friends.

nce plates were in the dishwasher, Kate announced that she’d be returning our hard earned quarters to be won again at another time.

“What no after dinner games?” I asked in disbelief as believe me, she liked to play.

“No, it’s a nice night, let’s sit out in the pergola and have a fire.” Kate knew that it was in my mind, a perfect way to end the night. “I have marshmallows and the rest for s’mores if anyone wants dessert.”

I built a small fire then sat back with another glass of wine to be entertained by women trying to brown a cube of sugar at the end of a skewer without it flaming like a small torch. It made for lots of laughter, some minor burns to fingers and some sticky spots on the cement.

I was about to ignore my phone vibrations when the screen flashed as it did with an incoming notification. After 9PM, my do not disturb option turned on. I had it set to only alert from specified names or numbers. In this case, it was Dale reaching out.

“Hello Dale.”

“Hey Robi. We finally got prints back and have double checked those against DNA samples. Both Brandt and Lowell had been in that boat. We also found a set of partial prints for Dane Lance. He was the training officer for Lowell. We still can’t identify the guy in the shed.”

“Oh man so this goes deeper than we first thought. What are you going to do?”

“With the additional name, we’ll be checking for any property Lance may own. If he has a boat, we’ll get the Coast Guard on it again. Right now we don’t have anything to initiate a search but I hope that changes in the next couple of hours. I don’t know if we’ll need you and Rune on this next leg, but I wanted to keep you informed since you and Lowell obviously have a special bond.”

“I appreciate that! If I can help in any way let me know.”

“These guys are bad apples, trained and have no issues with being lethal. I won’t involve a civilian in the front lines with these guys. In fact, I think it might be a good idea for you and Kate to take the dogs and go out of state until this is over. I told the same to Megan. By now they know that you know they aren’t who you thought. You’re a loose end and I don’t want you to disappear on me too.”

“I understand. I’ll talk to Kate and see if we can head out in the morning.” Since I’d switched my phone to speaker, I wouldn’t need to repeat why to her. “Be careful, they are cop killers too.”

“Yeah I know. Louis is about to shit bricks since he’s convinced they’ll come for him.”

“Maybe it’s time for him to attend some out of state training. He’s already rather timid in confrontation scenarios.”

“Yeah, good suggestion. I’m sure he could be packed and ready in under an hour.”

“My guess is that he has a bug out bag already to go.”

Dale laughed at that and agreed. He’d keep me in the loop.

“So where will you go?” Carole asked.

“Well, I suppose we could take the camper and head North.” I threw out to Kate as a suggestion knowing it would take more than a couple of hours to prepare to do.

“Can you put the camper in your garage?” Carole asked.

“No, not with the shelves we have in the back. Why, what are you thinking?”

“Well, we have room at the shelter for it. We can tow it back and store it in the secure garage space since most of our residents don’t have a car. That way if they were to come looking, they’d think you were camping somewhere.”

“I like that idea. I can have a bag packed in an hour with a week’s worth of clothes and my meds.” Kate said.

“I have a bug out bag that I need to double check but can be good to go in an hour too.”

“Let us help. I can tow the camper, I’m good at backing things in.” Emma told us.

“Ok, we’ll all light the way from hitch to receiver. Kate and I will lower it and make sure all compartments are locked. Thanks guys!”

Emma wasn’t kidding when she said she was a skilled backer. It took one attempt to be perfectly in alignment with the camper receiver. Luckily for us, we had a spare two inch ball to lock into place on her hitch. Once that was connected, we went inside and divided up tasks.

Emma loaded a case of water into the back of the truck, Carole grabbed a cooler off the shelf and put that and a box of assorted snacks into it along with a box of granola bars. Two eight pound bags of dog food went in beside it.

My bug out bag just needed some minor tweaking, I’d have clothes for a 10 day period, longer if I wore things more than once. I tossed in a baggie with some Gain laundry pods into my duffel and made sure I had more than enough of my blood pressure meds. I grabbed two boxes of Hornady self defense loads for my Glock. I’d have that in the console and would be wearing my Hellcat. I’d get a couple more boxes of ammunition before leaving the state. I adjusted the holster to a comfortable position for travel. Where I preferred to carry, interfered with the seat belt connection. I finally removed it from my waistband. Since it was a magnetic holster, I stuck it under the dash making for an easy, quick draw.

“How far do you think you’ll make it tonight?” Carole asked.

“Well, since Kate doesn’t have great night vision, I’ll do the driving so I’m guessing we’ll get maybe four or five hours away. I’ll try for Jacksonville or close to that.”

“We’ll drive past the house and if you can give me the garage code, we can get in should you need something.” Emma said.

“That sounds good. I’ll be monitoring cameras and will activate everything to backup to a thumb drive as well as to the cloud just in case. Kate do you want them to water anything?”

“If you can water the new palms we put in that would be great. Daily would be ideal but we know that’s asking a lot. The plants in the pergola will need watering too if it doesn’t rain. I’ll put the two inside out on the lanai so if it rains, they’ll be ok. If this lasts longer than we anticipate, I’ll ask you to take some things out of the frig unless you want to take it now.”

“I’ll send you with the leftovers from tonight if you want.”

“No Robi, let’s put them in the freezer. Other than the corn, which we’ll take, the rest will freeze just fine.” said Carole as she put the corn into a plastic grocery bag. I popped the meat into a sealer bag, then popped it into the freezer. I handed Carole the potatoes as they wouldn’t fare well in an air locked bag.

We scurried around a bit longer. If we forgot something, we’d have to buy it on the way.

“How far to you think you’ll need to go to be safe?” Emma asked as we stood outside our vehicles. The dogs has already settled into their self assigned spots.

“Well, I know Helen had ties in Atlanta so we may head into Alabama or we could head into the Carolina’s. Right now I’m too wired and tired to make a decision. We’ll look at different routes tomorrow after we’ve had some sleep. We’ll trade off driving if we go more than six hours beyond Jacksonville.”
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