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“There is only one plot — things are not as they seem.”



—Jim Thompson










  
  
Prologue




Long rolling waves, tattered and disorganized when they hit the shore, fizzled out in the sands of North Padre Island. An evening sea breeze blowing from offshore brought a subtle freshness that barely overcame the pungent odor of excavator-piled mounds of seaweed, a common sight during sargassum season on the Texas coast. 

A few miles further south of the residential section of North Padre Island and deep into the undeveloped section of the coastline, four men appeared out of the surf, heads swiveling, shedding their masks and fins. A coyote lifted its head, watching from the dunes, alerted by the movement. Sniffing intensely, waiting to see if these new creatures were predators or prey, fight, or flight ready to kick in. 

The four men sped up as they hit the beach and ran in a crouch toward the cover of the dunes, some thirty feet from the shoreline. The coyote stood its ground for a moment, but sensing these men were more than it could handle, silently slunk off to find something more tangible to eat. 

This beach was the northernmost part of an approximately sixty-six-mile barrier island stretching all the way to the Rio Grande, the erstwhile border with Mexico. It was once one island, but a manmade channel in the 1950s split Padre Island National Seashore into the north and south, though most of it is still a national park, untouched by man. 

The four men were aided in their stealth beach landing by the gloomy night, the moon brooding behind interlaced finger fluffs of white. The night air also brought the faint chug-chug-chug of a single-screw diesel engine. The vessel, a shrimp catcher hailing from Mexico, slowly and calmly made way, furthering its distance from the shoreline as the sound gradually faded. When it was far enough offshore, it turned due south, back toward Mexico.

Each man carried a black drybag on his back, and kneeling in the sand, each of them operated as one. There was no need for words, unnecessary at this point as they had trained extensively for this mission, and each man knew what to do. They removed their bags from their backs and emptied the contents, several sealed plastic bags tumbling from each backpack to the sand. Inside the plastic bags, tightly wound muslin protected the contents, a Kel-Tec SUB-2000 9mm folding carbine. This second-generation weapon had a multi-mag grip, allowing the user to swap out magazines from several manufacturers. It folded in half and weighed about four and a quarter pounds, which was perfect for carrying in a backpack. 

The infiltration plan the four men followed to gain access to the United States unobserved was straightforward in design and execution. The routes were already used by the cartels for drug dumps, so logistically, it wasn’t that much harder to carry four men into America instead of drugs. Essentially, the plan relied on only two things: intelligence gathering and simplicity. 

A few days earlier, a small and rusty but serviceable shrimper, hailing from the Mexican seaport of Tampico, in the southeastern part of the state of Tamaulipas, some five hundred miles south of Corpus Christi, Texas, headed offshore with a crew of three. 

And four passengers. 

The vessel steamed out to sea far enough that the crew knew they could circumnavigate detection by the U.S. Coast Guard, then turned toward their target zone just south of Corpus Christi, Texas. The vessel’s modus operandi called for large bales of drugs—normally cocaine—to be dumped into the Gulf of Mexico. Waterproof and packed tightly together the drugs would drift onto shore where they would be collected by cartel members in four-wheel-drive vehicles. On this trip, however, there were no drugs, only people, and these people could swim, so the vessel’s captain did not have to worry as much about tides and set and drift and didn’t need to approach the shoreline as closely. 

Avoidance of the authorities was not left to dumb luck, though. That was where the intelligence gathering came in. With millions of dollars in street value at stake, they left nothing to chance. The cartels relied on information for smooth operations, and they gathered it through bribes, extortion, threats, and the sheer hubris of humanity. The magnitude of their intelligence gathering was epic, made simpler by loose lips on Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, and other social media. 

The men, now hidden in the sand dunes, shed their wetsuits, burying them in the sand. Underneath, they were dressed in board shorts and tank tops—regular beach attire. The colors looked muted, and the clothes appeared worn, all designed to allow the men to blend. They kept their Kel-Tec carbines in their backpacks, within easy reach should they need them, but this particular illegal port of entry to the United States was designed for its lack of patrols. A towel thrown over their shoulders completed the disguises. Just four guys out to have some fun on the beach. When daylight broke, they hoped to look like wandering tourists should anyone see them.

They walked for several miles along the beach, keeping a quick and steady pace, hard in the sand, but they had trained for this. They kept an eye ahead and behind, not expecting trouble, but they hadn’t come this far to be sloppy. The saltwater of the Gulf had dried on their skin, thin rivulets of sweat making tracks down their faces. It was hot even at night in South Texas.

After two hours of quiet walking, the surf and scuff of feet on sand the only sounds, a dull glow gradually appeared on the horizon, lights shimmering in the distance, and they knew they were approaching Bob Hall Pier at Padre Bali Park. This meant they were about to enter the populated area of North Padre Island, and this was the most likely place someone would see them. Time for the four men to be hypervigilant. 

The men did not know each other’s names. They were only known to each other as Alpha, Bravo, Charlie, and Delta. The men were perfect for the mission as they had no distinguishing features, looked like any other American citizen, and spoke excellent English. This was, of course, because they were American citizens, born and raised, and it was ironic, considering the mission they were on, proud of their country. But this was why they were here. Because they were proud. They knew without a doubt that the government had to be stopped. It had to be torn down. It had to be made aware that America had its own problems that needed fixing, not to be the police of the world. America first, last and always. Fix your own problems first. They were going to ensure the U.S. did just that.

Alpha held up his arm, bent at the elbow, his hand in a fist, signaling to stop. Scarcely discernible in the distance, a single set of headlights crawled down the beach. The men scrambled up the dunes and lay prone out of sight, hoping this was just some teenagers driving far enough from the lights of the pier for some privacy. But better to be ready than to blow the mission. Although they were dressed in beach clothes, it was dark and would still look peculiar to have four dudes walking the beach this far south, so they hid.

The vehicle lights drew closer, and the engine roar became noticeable over the surf. As it got closer, the emergency lights mounted on the roof, although not energized, were silhouetted in the night sky, identifying the vehicle as some sort of law enforcement.

The vehicle stopped almost perpendicular to the four men, and both front doors opened.

“I told you this was garbage duty,” Special Agent Joe Miner said.

“Relax, will you?” Special Agent Glen Browning replied. “What’s with you tonight, anyway? It’s gorgeous out here. The waves, the beach. You could be stuck inside manning a radio or something.”

“Sure could. And in the corner, the TV would be on, tuned into the game. Or I could have been sitting at a bar watching the game. You do know the World Series was tonight, right? The Astros. Ringing any bells? I could be supping on a nice cold one, but no, Glen says we need to patrol. Glen says—”

“Glen says he’s had enough of your whiny bullshit for one night, Joe. Knock it off. We’re out here because we get paid to do this. You know we had intel that there would be a drug drop tonight.”

“And we’ve what? Patrolled this area like six times already tonight and every night for a week. Admit it, the intel was crap.” Miner waved his arms around. “You see any mysterious bales of weed, unmarked packages of hashish? No, the biggest horde of dope out here is us two dildos. What were we gonna do anyway, drive right up on them? They can probably see our headlights for miles.”

“That’s not the point, and you know it. Waving the flag is usually deterrent enough. You know how it works. They drop the shit off by boat, it floats in, and then some other guys come and collect it. They’re not going to take it out on a pack mule. They need a vehicle, too. We’d easily spot them or the drugs.”

“You hope. Damn,” Miner said, waving his phone around at the night sky. “There’s no cell service out here. How am I supposed to check the score? I can’t even see who won.”

“You can watch the highlights when we get back.” Browning kicked the sand around for a second. “Come on, get back in the truck. We’ll go another mile or two and then call it a night. You can see who won your precious game.”

“Good. I’m gonna smoke first, though, and I need to pee.” Miner scuffed over to the dunes and unzipped. Letting out a sigh as he felt the release. He made schoolboy circles in the sand with the stream of urine, the waft of steam drifting upward. Finished, he zipped up, pulled out his cigarettes, and lit one, the flare of the lighter momentarily lighting up a small area of the dunes, walked a few feet, and sat down on a large driftwood log facing the water.

“Joe. Why don’t you come back over here?” Browning said.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m coming. What’s the rush? Can’t see shit right now. The lighter fucked with my night vision.”

“I know. Hey, why don’t you walk back over here anyway? I need you to look at something. It looks like the tire may be going flat. Maybe we ran over something.”

“Seriously? Damn it. It’s probably a nail from all those idiots that use pallets for firewood. Now, I’ll miss the whole game.” Miner got up and shuffled in the sand over to where Browning was standing, the vehicle now between them and the dunes.

“Dude, which tire? This one looks fine. Are you sure—”

“Yeah, right? Looks a bit low. Maybe we should go back to base,” Browning said loudly, and then quieter, “Back there when you lit your cigarette.” Miner didn’t say anything but nodded, realizing this wasn’t about the tire. “I thought I saw a face in the dunes. Hard to tell the distance, but it can’t be more than a few yards from where you were standing. I can’t be sure of what I saw, but if it is someone, they’re not hiding for anything good.” Miner made a move to look, but Browning grabbed him. “Don’t look. Listen, this is what we’re going to do. We’re going to get back in the vehicle, drive down a ways, and turn around. We’ll put the brights and spotlight on and turn into him, her or them. The lights will fuck with their night vision, and maybe we can roust them out. Look, it’s probably just kids smoking pot, nothing to worry about, but maybe it’s what we’re out here for.”

“Want to call it in?”

“I thought about it. Who’s on comms watch tonight?”

“Ricky, I think.”

“That settles it then. I’m not calling that prick just so he can make fun of us when we find it’s a log or something. We can always radio in later.”

Miner hesitated but then nodded. “Agreed.”

“Let’s get back in the truck, buddy,” Browning said overly loud. “Head back home. Nothing to see here.”

Miner and Browning slid back into the front seats of the truck. Browning, behind the wheel, started it up and drove down the beach for about two hundred yards, then executed a lazy three-point turn and drove back slowly to where they’d stopped before, keeping as close to the water as he could. Right before they got to the point where Browning thought he saw the face in the dunes, he energized the strobe and spotlights, lighting up the night sky, and turned the vehicle to face the dunes so it was head-on and mashed the accelerator, forcing the vehicle through the sand toward the dunes.

Immediately, the rat-a-tat of automatic fire from multiple weapons hit the vehicle, shattering the windshield and dousing the lights, save for one lonely blue strobe. Miner and Browning both ducked below the dash for cover, Browning hitting the brakes, the nose of the SUV diving lower in the sand.

“Shit,” Miner said. “Motherfuckers have machine guns. So much for kids smoking pot. Want to call it in now, genius?”

Browning, still ducked below the dash, dragged the transmission into reverse and punched the accelerator, trying to widen the gap between whoever was in the dunes and their vehicle. The vehicle lurched and then bogged down in the thick, heavy sand, wheels spinning.

“Four-wheel drive, put it in four-wheel drive,” Miner yelled over the steady staccato beat of weapons fire.

“Call for backup, Joe,” Browning said, engaging four-wheel drive and goosing the engine. The SUV surged backward and then suddenly sagged, bogged down in the sand as the tires were shot out.

Miner reached above his head for the dash-mounted mic, mashed the transmit button, and yelled, “Shots fired, shots fired, taking automatic fire, time now, unknown number of hostiles, say again shots fired, shots fired, request immediate backup. Location, national seashore, approximately one mile south of Padre Bali Park. Request immediate backup, over.” Miner let go of the transmit button and waited a second for an answer. When he didn’t receive one, he repeated the same message and glanced at the radio. “Shit,” he said, “the radio took a bullet. It’s dead. Do you have cell service?”

Browning, having no luck with the vehicle now that the tires had been blown out, had his Glock 19 pistol out and pointed through the shattered windshield. He rapidly fired three shots into the dunes, deafening in the confined space of the SUV. 

Browning pulled out his phone and glanced at it. “No service. The truck’s OOC. We need to get to the trunk and get the long guns out. We don’t stand a chance with pistols against whatever they’re using.”

Miner had his Glock 19 out now and fired two shots.

“What’s the plan?” Miner said. 

“Don’t get shot.”

“Anything else?”

“We make the best of it. Listen, when I say, we’ll open the front doors and climb into the back seat, then open those doors. I’ll lay down some cover fire for you and vice versa. Then we can get out the back doors and behind the vehicle. Ready?”

A single nod, eyes wide.

“On three. One, two, three.”

Pop, pop, pop. The sound of Miner’s Glock was loud in the confined space of the vehicle but quiet compared to the staccato bursts of the automatic fire. Browning jammed open his door and crawled into the back seat, opening the back door. Miner crawled back as Browning opened fire, following the same process.

“Now.” Browning and Miner flung themselves to the sand, and army crawled to the back of the vehicle. Opening the trunk gave them access to the lockbox of M4 carbines and Remington M870 pump-action shotguns. The open doors of the vehicle gave them a little more cover.

They each grabbed an M4, slammed a fresh 30-round magazine home, and pulled back the bolt handle, readying the weapon to fire. “Let’s light these fuckers up,” Browning said, taking the left side of the vehicle. Miner took the right, and together they shot at the dunes in short, controlled bursts of three rounds. The noise was even more deafening than the pistol shots, the acrid smell of gunpowder almost overwhelming. In a few seconds, the magazines ran dry, and Browning and Miner ducked behind the vehicle again to reload. “I think we got them, Joe. They’ve stopped shooting.”

“What? I can’t hear you,” Miner said. “The gunfire, you know?”

“I said, I think we’ve got them, “Browning said, mouthing the words clearly. 

Miner nodded, understanding now. “Yeah,” he said. “Those fuckers don’t know what hit them. Take that, you motherfuckers. Teach you to shit on the Coast—”

“No. Keep down,” Browning said as Miner stood up.

A single shot rang out from the dunes, hitting Miner, separating his jaw from his head, blood spraying in an arc behind him.

“No,” Browning whispered in shock. “No, you stupid motherfucker. No.”

Browning crawled to Miner and dragged him behind the vehicle, but it was too late. He didn’t even need to check for a pulse. Rage crept through Browning. The adrenaline, the gunfight, the death of his partner, all made the world narrow to a pinpoint. Forgetting his training, he scooped up Miner’s weapon in his left hand, his own in his right, and ran toward the dunes, firing each gun from the hip like a film star in the last action scene from a movie.

Browning let out a raw battle cry, fueling his blind rage, pressing him onward. Guns still blazing, heart pumping, legs pushing him faster forward on the sand. Almost there. He could see them hiding in the shadows. First the left, then the right gun clicked on empty. Browning kept pressing the trigger, then threw the guns away in disgust, but he kept going. 

One of the four men shot back, narrowly missing Browning, hitting the sand beside him.

“That the best you’ve got?” he shouted, continuing his mad dash up the beach. Another shot, this one to his right. The third caught him in the gut, and Browning collapsed to the sand onto his knees, his hands pressing his stomach. 

Alpha stood and walked unhurriedly down to Browning, scanning the beach left and right. Alpha didn’t say anything. He looked at Browning and shot him once in the head, between his eyes. 

The ensuing silence was almost as deafening as the gunfire had been. Of the four men in the dunes, two were dead. Alpha, seeing red and blue flashing lights coming down the beach, clambered back up the dunes, nodded to the remaining man, and they hastily gathered the others’ weapons and packs and took off, leaving their fallen behind. The mission was too critical to compromise. It would be that much harder now with only half a team.

The two surviving terrorists ran across the dunes, looking for the National Seashore access road that would take them into North Padre Island and then into Corpus Christi, San Antonio and Houston. They could not be caught, would not be caught.








  
  
One




The tinny-sounding speakers in my voice-activated headphones sprang to life as the pilot said, “Brace yourselves, brace yourselves, we’re coming in hard.” 

The rotors of the helo started winding down, the turbine above my head making a screeching, grinding racket that could still be heard above the warning klaxon. Flashing strobe lights illuminated the cabin. 

“Prepare for a water landing. Assume the crash position.” The pilot’s voice sounded strained. 

The five-point harness held me securely against the seat back, so I couldn’t move much. I put my hands behind my head, elbows forward, and did the best I could. 

The impact and shock of the landing were nothing compared to the fear flooding through me as the cabin rapidly filled with water, bursting through the windows and around the door’s seams. I grappled with a pocket on my PFD and shook out the re-breather that would give me approximately three minutes of air as the water rapidly filled the cabin. The aircraft lurched as it tipped sideways, then turned turtle and slipped below the surface and sank to the bottom. My heart beat a million miles an hour, my stomach lurched, and I inwardly cursed this shitty contraption I was trapped in. 

It was almost pitch black, and I was now upside down, underwater. I shoved the re-breather in my mouth, activating it when I inhaled. I was now on a timer and only had three minutes to breathe before I ran out of air. The cabin lurched again as it settled on the bottom, and I fought with the buckles of my seat restraint. I had a momentary spasm as I wondered if my air supply was full, but I could do nothing about it now. I finally got free of the restraint after what felt like five minutes, but knew it could only be a few seconds, and felt around for the exit. I was disoriented. Nothing felt right. I could feel myself breathing quicker, panicking. I had to clamp down on my emotions. I’d only run out of air faster if I panicked. 

I felt something kick me in the shoulder, slowing my momentum, probably one of the crew, but I couldn’t see shit and pressed onward. I had to go about six feet forward and turn right and out. Or was it left? We were upside down. Shit. Fuck. I couldn’t have much air left. I could feel my heart racing faster, the adrenaline kicking in, spurring me headfirst into what I prayed wasn’t oblivion. I would not give in. I would not succumb. I found the exit almost by accident and kicked free of the helicopter. My air ran out as I started my ascent, and I almost gagged as I spat it out, useless to me now. I pulled the tag on my PFD, and the sudden surge of compressed CO2 filled the inflation bags and pushed me up. 

I could see a glimmer of light above me, and then my head surfaced, and I drew in a lungful of joyous, fresh, chlorinated air. 

I swam to the side of the pool, rested for a moment, breathing hard, and pulled myself out, sitting on the side, legs still in the water. The lights came on, and I could see the empty cage at the bottom of the pool. Underwater flight simulator, they called it. Dunker training. A twisted experiment, I called it. 

“Thought you wouldn’t make it for a moment, Dalton. We were about to send the diver in to get you,” said a voice from behind me. One of the rescue swimmers, no doubt. 

“Fuck this shit,” I muttered under my breath, heaving myself to my feet, still breathing hard. “Tell me again why we need to do this?” 

“Because, Special Agent Dalton,” Smith said, coming over from the bleachers, “if you are ever in a real helo crash,” he pronounced it he-low, “in water, you’ll know how to survive and get free.” 

Tobias Smith, the acting special agent in charge, and my boss walked up to me. “And besides, it’s fantastic entertainment. Where else can I watch the great Frank Dalton stress out?” He threw a towel at me, which I grabbed and rubbed my face with, shaking the water from my ears. 

“I don’t like being strapped in, turned upside down, and dropped into a fucking pool. Do we crash helos onto the tarmac to see if we survive that?” 

“Oh, come on. It wasn’t that bad.” 

“It was. Gets worse every year.” I shook my head from side to side to remove the remaining water from my ears. “I enjoy being on the water, not so much in it.” 

“Come on, get dried off and dressed.” Smith’s smile faltered. “We have work to do.” 

I sensed his change in tone. “What’s going on?” 

He looked around and lowered his voice. “Not here. Meet me outside in the G-ride, and I’ll fill you in. Make it quick. This is as important as it gets.” 

With those ominous words hanging over me, I didn’t take long to dry off and change. I slipped my badge on over my belt, cinched my Glock 19 pistol to my side, and walked outside. 

Smith’s car was easy to spot, as most G-rides are. I opened the passenger door of the sedan and poked my head in. 

“You’re not planning to drive me anywhere in this, right?” I asked. 

After a rocky start a few months ago, Smith and I cemented our professional relationship. I didn’t trust him initially because I thought he was involved with Timmy “Batman” Black, an underhanded villain who had kidnaped my partner, Jessica Carter. The investigation revealed it wasn’t Smith though who was crooked, but his boss, Special Agent in Charge Lewis. The big boss. He’d been taking bribes from Black for years and feeding him intel on our operations. We eventually caught Black, which didn’t end well for him and rescued Carter, but Lewis was still in the wind. But that’s a story for another day, and I hoped those dangerous currents had calmed. Suffice to say, we’d cleared the air. Smith was the acting SAC until they found a suitable replacement or made his position permanent. I was keeping my fingers crossed for permanent.  

“I am,” Smith said. “Get in. We have to drive to North Padre Island.” 

“Not in that we don’t. Let’s get my truck. I have all my gear in it, and you know I don’t do sedans anymore. Not after last year.” The last time I’d driven government-issued sedans, they’d been shot at and blown up. I needed something a little heftier after that experience. 

To his credit, Smith didn’t argue; he just got out, and we walked over to my rig, which was still a G-ride but permanently assigned to me. It was a Ford F-150 with heavily tinted windows, a special lockbox in the bed that held all my toys and gadgets, and a few extra bells and whistles I’d installed myself. Don’t tell GSA. 

“North Padre, you said?” I put the truck in drive and started moving in that direction. 

“Yeah. Take the Padre Bali Park exit to the beach. I’ll fill you in on what happened. Carter is already on scene.”  

Smith told me about the shootout the night before. The first responders had determined there was nothing they could do for Miner or Browning. They’d also discovered two other deceased individuals in the dunes. The CSI techs and the medical examiner were on scene.  

“You should have called me, Tobias. I didn’t need to do the dunker training this morning. This is way more important.”

“Yes, it is way more important, but you were months overdue for training. If you didn’t get it in, I’d have to bench you. I wasn’t going to have you skip out again and then have you grounded during the investigation. I made a command decision and that was it. Okay?”

I grumbled a reply, knowing he was right and continued driving to the beach exit. I was familiar with where we were going, having driven down the beach on multiple occasions. The beach was hard-packed sand, a regular sedan could drive on it, but then further on the sand became softer, and you really needed a four-wheel drive. The area was great for families, friends, and kids. The Gulf of Mexico this time of the year was usually bathwater warm, and super shallow. You could park anywhere, reverse up to the sea, open your trunk, and voila, no humping chairs, coolers or umbrellas. Bonfires were allowed too, and many a night I’d sat with a few buddies, sipping a brew, listening to the surf smash onto the beach and watching the crackling embers of a fire. The night stars were also fantastic, with no streetlights for miles to interfere. If you had a telescope, it was out of this world. 

However, this trip wasn’t for pleasure. No beer, no fires, no jokes. 

About half a mile along the beach, we spotted the flashing lights of emergency vehicles and knew we had the right spot. I pulled up on the outskirts of the media tape—tape that had been explicitly erected to keep looky-loos and the media out. I flashed my badge at the cop on guard duty, and he let us through, moving a makeshift entrance made from a couple of cones, and we drove another hundred yards to the scene. 

Huge tents had been set up in the dunes around the two dead CGIS agents and their SUV. Screens had been placed around the tents, partly so the CSI teams could work in the shade and partly to preserve any evidence. The tents also helped to keep prying eyes away, especially the media. 

I parked, and we got out, heading for the command tent. It was actually just a couple of tables and some laptops, a small Honda generator running quietly in the corner. 

I smiled as I saw Special Agent Jessica Carter, my heart skipping half a beat. Even after months of being together, every time I saw her, I just had to smile. I was a lucky man. I knew this was a shitty situation but tell that to my heart. 

“Hey, Jess,” I said. 

She turned, and her smile lit up her face. “Frank,” she said, “Missed you this morning.” 

“Yeah, I had to leave early so they could try and drown me in the pool.” 

“Dunker training again?” 

“You know it,” I said, grimacing and shivering at the same time. 

Carter had been a rookie agent six months ago, new to the job and assigned with me to investigate Black. After a rocky start, we’d become fast friends and then something more, something better. It all went to shit when she went to grab a bite to eat at lunchtime and Black had her kidnaped by one of his henchmen. We were getting too close to an arrest, so this was his attempt to stop the investigation and stop me.  

He went too far. 

She was tortured.  

Brutally. 

With the help of some high-level operatives, we’d found that bastard Black and launched a raid on his island fortress in the Caribbean.  

The stress of what Black did to her took its toll physically and mentally. When I found her on the island, she was in shock and very confused about what had happened. The docs had said that with time she would be fine but would need significant counseling. I didn’t know and still wasn’t sure if they understood what she’d been through. What I knew was that I loved her, and while the physical scars were gone, the emotional ones were still underneath, causing her some understandable stress and crippling flashbacks from time to time. 

“Oh, he did fine,” Smith said. “He loves dunker training, don’t you Frank?” Smith punched me lightly on the shoulder. I glared at him for a moment but then gave up and offered him a faint smile. 

“So, what have we got?” I said, changing the subject. 

“Put these on first, and I’ll show you,” Carter said. We both put on Tyvek suits, rubber booties, and blue nitrile gloves, matching her outfit. Standard procedure, so we didn’t screw up the crime scene. No use adding our personal DNA debris and giving the CSI guys more work to do. It must be hard enough with all this sand anyway. 

Dressed out, we followed Carter from the command tent over to another, where the shot-up SUV was. The vehicle was a wreck and looked sad, sunk down to its rims. Every window, including the windshield, was shattered. Multiple bullet holes riddled the front, doors, and top. All four tires were shredded, and the insides looked all ripped to hell. What a fucking mess. Just behind the car, a sheet covered what could only have been a body. I’d seen my fair share of dead people, maybe even helped one or two along on their journey to the other side, but it was different when it was one of your own. The firepower aimed at the vehicle was astonishing. I couldn’t even comprehend what it must have been like.

The medical examiner, Doctor Kelly Hutchins, was poking around inside the vehicle, similarly dressed like us. She was the chief medical examiner for the Coast Guard Investigative Service and worked with us on all our cases. We were old friends. 

“Stop where you are,” she said, getting out of the SUV and catching sight of us. “I’ll come over to you.” She carefully extricated herself and walked over. “Frank, Tobias, wish I could say it was good to see you, but under these circumstances...” 

I nodded to her. “Can you give us a rundown, doc?” 

“I can. As you probably know, two agents died last night. I can put the time of death at about zero three, maybe three thirty. Miner is back here under the cloth. Browning is about halfway between here and the dunes. They’re both deceased, both from high velocity rounds. I’ll let you know in more detail after I’ve completed the autopsy in what caliber you’re looking for. Death appears to have been instantaneous for Miner who had one shot to the head. Browning had multiple gunshot wounds, but it still would have been quick.” She stopped for a second and wiped at her face, her professional demeanor cracking, taking a deep breath. “Goddamnit, Frank. Tell me you’ll get the fuckers that did this.” 

I opened my mouth to answer but Smith jumped in first. “I thought the assailants were dead?” 

“Better I show you,” she said. 

We walked out of the tent, passed another smaller tent that must have covered Browning. I didn’t need to stop and look. I didn’t know either agent well, but well enough, and had no desire to see them like this. The ME could tell me everything I needed to know.  

At the dunes, we skirted wide so as not to disturb any evidence and scrambled up the shifting sand. From the top, I could see for miles in both directions along the beach. In front of me was the Gulf, and behind was a myriad of scrubland, small bushes, and out in the distance, the National Seashore Park Road. At night it would have been pitch black out here. I’d have to check on how much moonlight there was. 

We walked about ten yards along the dunes to another tent similarly set up. We stopped on the periphery of the tent overhang, Doctor Hutchins described what we were looking at. 

“The two assailants are dressed only in board shorts, no IDs and from a preliminary check, no tattoos, no scarring, I’ll check prints and dental records after I get them back to the morgue. Both of them have multiple gunshot wounds. To the torso, leg, and arm on this one,” she pointed, “an arm, leg, and head shot on the other, consistent with the guns the CGIS agents were using, that we found on scene.  

“We found footprints leading away from these bodies. It’s hard to tell if we are dealing with one individual who left and came back, or someone who came to take a look and ran off, or some other variation. The sand is too muddled to make sense of the tracks and has drifted some, maybe that was done on purpose.” She shrugged. “Sorry, I don’t have anything else to give you right now.” Hutchins looked down and away, muttered, “I know it’s not much.” 

“It’s alright, doc,” I said. I put my hand on her shoulder for support and waited until we made eye contact. “It’s a start.” I dropped my hand. “We’ll have to work with what we’ve got. You said these two were all that was up here?” 

She nodded. 

“And you searched the area, I’m assuming?” 

Another nod. “Besides the footprints we didn’t find anything.” 

“So, no bags, no weapons,” Carter said. “We’re looking for at least one more person. Someone had to have taken the weapons.” 

“You’re right, Jess. The dead guys couldn’t have policed their own weapons. So at least one unsub we’re looking for. Maybe more.” 

“Shit,” Smith said. “Carter, Dalton, I’m assigning this case to you. Top priority, drop everything else. This case gets your undivided attention until you catch these shitheads. Put out a BOLO to the local PD. It’s a long shot as we don’t know how many, what we’re looking for, or where they’re going, but alert them anyway. Maybe they’ll pick someone up that’ll turn out to be our guys.” 

Smith turned and walked back down the dunes toward the truck, the weight of the dead agents resting squarely on his shoulders. I looked at Carter. 

“I’ve got this,” she said. “You go with him. We’ll compare notes later.” 

I nodded and followed Smith’s footprints in the sand to the truck. This was one of the many times I wished I smoked again. We sat in the car with the air conditioning running and the windows down, letting the warm breeze bring in the salt air, while the car cooled it down. Gotta love these government rides and free gas. 

“Want me to give you a ride back to the office?” I asked. 

Smith stared out of the windshield, silent for a moment. “Mmm, sorry. I was a world...what did you say?” 

“I asked if you needed a ride back to the office or your car.” 

“Yes, sure. Car, thanks. Sorry, I was just thinking. I knew Miner. We used to play racquetball twice a week at the Athletic Club on Staples. He was always beating me. We’d just taken up pickleball, made it seem effortless.” Smith turned and looked at me, offering a weak smile. “I’d run around the court like a mad thing, bouncing off the walls and he’d just stand in the middle barely moving, making me do all the work. I have to tell his family, you know. Make the notification to his next of kin. Molly’s her name. His wife, I mean. No kids, thankfully. I guess that makes it easier. Browning had three kids, though. Shit.” 

I didn’t say anything. Didn’t need to. I just put the truck in drive and headed back down the beach and back to the navy base where we’d left his car. Carter was staying behind so we wouldn’t have to wait for the ME’s report, and I was going to go back to the office and...and what? I had no clue where to start on this one. The forensics weren’t much help so far. So, what did I have? Dead Coasties on a routine patrol along the beach. Dead bad guys dressed in board shorts. Surfers gone bad? No, that was stupid. Okay, so logically the area is known for drug smuggling and illegal migrants, although there are simpler ways to get across the border. So maybe drug smuggling was the connection I should start with. We didn’t find any guns or bails or...shit...if they were smuggling drugs, where were the drugs? Did someone take them as well? How many accomplices did they have? 

I dropped off Smith back at his car and headed out of the back gate of the base, drove down Ocean Drive, for once not enjoying the view, reached the office and held my badge out to the security guard as I pulled up to the underground parking lot. He gave it a once-over and hit the button to raise the barrier, and as I drove down the darkened ramp, the headlights of the truck came on automatically. I parked in my usual spot, reversing in so it was easier to get out later, and took the stairs instead of the elevator. It wasn’t for anything health-related, although I supposed it helped. I just didn’t want to wait. 

In the office, I nodded to a few people, faces grim and downcast. I grabbed a cup of coffee from the pot and made my way to my desk. It was in the middle of a sea of cubicles, each precisely five foot four, so that when I stood up, I could see from one end of the room to the other. I sat, shoved my ID into the CAC reader on the computer and waited for the, what felt like 1950s speed technology to boot up. The entire world was on Windows version Billion, and we were on what, ME? Number five? All I knew was that it was slow. Might as well have Commodore 64s or Atari’s. 

The computer booted up, and I logged into MISLE, our law enforcement database. Once that loaded, I put in a few search terms to see if it would spit something out. It was a long shot, and I knew it, and after the computer crunched and, I could have sworn, gurgled and hiccupped a few times, I got the equivalent of a big fat raspberry. 

I sipped my coffee and grimaced. It was cold and sour. Maybe we could hire somebody to mess cook and keep the coffee going. It seemed like a simple enough request, hot and fresh coffee. I don’t know how the military or anyone else could function without high doses of caffeine. It was about the only legal thing that was left that didn’t mark you as a pariah. Those who smoked were looked at like second-class citizens these days. The dipping culture was mostly gone, but I guess a lot of the younger crowd vaped or slammed some cold caffeinated garbage out of a can. It seemed like the only safe place to drink alcohol was in the corner of your garage, with the lights off, by yourself, late at night. The vices weren’t gone; they were just forced underground, which was sooo much healthier. 

Answer the following questions about your alcohol consumption: 

How often do you consume alcohol? 

a. daily 

b. weekly

c. monthly  

d. not at all  

Well, d. not at all. Duh. 

How many standard drinks do you consume in one sitting when you drink? 

a. more than six

b. two to six

c. less than two

d. I rarely consume alcohol, if at all

Pffft. d. 

I don’t know anyone who tells the truth on the annual health questionnaire.  

I inhaled deeply, my chest rising and falling. It wasn’t really that bad, but after almost twenty years of service in the Coast Guard, it certainly felt like it sometimes. 

I walked to our break room and tipped out my coffee in the sink, emptied the pot, and rummaged around for some filters and grounds. I’d just got it all together when Smith walked in. 

“Did you do the next of kin notifications already?” I said. 

He shook his head. “No. I know it’s chicken shit of me, but I couldn’t do it. Not yet. Not until we have something to tell them.” 

I hesitated, but then dove in. “Tobias, man. I know this sucks ass beyond belief. I knew those guys too, worked out with them, ate with them I...know it’s hard…but you can’t think of yourself. Even though we—you—even though we’re all grieving too. You have to think about the families. They’ve probably seen the news by now, they know something’s up, their loved ones haven’t come home yet. Don’t leave them hanging.” 

Smith rubbed his face. “Of course. You’re right, Frank. Would you mind?” 

I knew what he was asking and didn’t hesitate. “Not at all. Let me grab my jacket. Do you have the addresses?” 

“Yeah. Neither one lived far.” 

I didn’t want to go with Tobias, but our fallen comrades deserved all the respect we could give them now. I met Smith at the elevator, and we rode down in silence to the parking lot.    
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