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Strong, confident, never fails DEA agent Quinn Holt is on suspension for doing things his own way. In order to stay off his boss's radar, Quinn heads home to the beachside town of Port Harbor to help a family member in need.

But drugs are filtering into this idyllic tourist town along the Texas coast. And Quinn's been tasked with tracking the smugglers. It's his only way to get his career at the DEA back on track. Simple for this dedicated federal agent.

What's not simple are Quinn's feelings for Becky. 

New to town, Becky Down is the owner of Down on the Beach, the latest beach bar in Port Harbor. And she's got secrets. Arriving the same time as the drugs, Quinn suspects her of being involved in the smuggling operation. But he needs to get close to her to find out.

Despite his growing attraction for Becky, Quinn has a job to do. A job whose successful completion will ensure his continued role as a top-notch DEA agent. He can't afford for anything to stand in his way. Even his inconvenient feelings for a gorgeous, redheaded bar owner, who may or may not be a drug smuggler.

All the while the bodies just keep piling up...
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Mermaids don't have thigh gap.

- Becky's coffee cup

GRANBELLE, TEXAS 

The attendees of the memorial service filed past the doors of the church after the service ended. Rebecca Down Spears, or Becky to those who had known her since grade school, finally let go of the breath she'd been holding. Her face relaxed slightly from the tight smile she'd pasted on since she left the house that morning. It was just Ethan and her in the sanctuary now. The rest of the family already adjourned to the fellowship hall where the ladies of the church prepared a meal for them. Such were Southern funerals. 

Becky looked over at her sixteen year old son seated next to her on the pew. "How are you holding up?" It broke her heart to see the unshed tears in Ethan's eyes. 

"I'm good," Ethan said after taking a deep breath. Clearly he wasn't, but he sat straighter on the pew. "I'm gonna miss him so much. I keep expecting him to walk in any moment, asking me how my grades are, or how practice went. Then I remember he isn't there." 

Becky put an arm around Ethan's shoulders and pulled him in tight. "I know." Becky stared at the portrait of her husband Dean displayed below the pulpit, surrounded by various flower arrangements. "Your dad loved you and was very proud of you. Don't ever think otherwise." Clearing her throat, Becky turned back to Ethan. She placed her other hand on top of his clasped together. "We're going to get through this, okay?"

Ethan nodded his head in agreement. 

It had been a long week, and it wasn't over yet. Becky still had her in-laws to deal with at the luncheon before Ethan, her cousin Zach, and she could finally head back to the house, away from judgmental eyes. She hoped her in-laws would be civil in front of Ethan and the church ladies, but there were no guarantees. 

"You ready?" Becky asked Ethan as she stood and smoothed her black dress, fidgeting with her watch and rings. She patted her auburn hair to make sure it was still fastened into a loose bun at the back of her head. Ethan stood then, towering over her already at sixteen. Ethan wrapped her in his arms and squeezed. Trying to show her his unwavering love and support. No matter how things went down, Ethan would stand beside her. When he released her, Becky took a shaky breath. She couldn't avoid it any longer. The carpet softened the click-clack of her heels as they left the sanctuary. 

––––––––
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LATER THAT EVENING, after all the company left and Ethan went to bed, Becky and her cousin Zach were sharing a bottle of wine on the back patio. It had been a long, stressful day, but now it was just the two of them. Becky looked over at her cousin, who was closer than a brother to her.  Even though they had grown up in different states, they'd spent every youthful summer together at Granny's house, forming a bond that hadn't diminished through college, marriage, children, travels, or careers. He resembled a certain movie star who wore black framed glasses, which he liked to use to his advantage anytime he went out. His dark blonde hair was always styled expertly, and he was dressed as if he'd stepped off the cover of GQ. She was thankful he'd been there today at the luncheon when the situation with Dean's family started to get ugly.

After the family finished eating and started to leave, Dean's brother came up to her, attempting to bully her if she didn't give them access to his personal items. Alluding to what Dean had been up to in the last two weeks of his life, Randall threatened Becky with exposure. 

That was the last thing Becky wanted, especially for Ethan. They lived in a fair sized town, but it worked more like a small town when it came to gossip and rumors. Becky didn't want Ethan to suffer from the actions of his parents.

But before she could respond, her cousin Zach stepped forward and intimidated Randall enough to back off. Becky would handle Dean's estate as she saw fit, misunderstanding Randall's words.

Randall walked away, unable to frighten Becky after Zach set him straight, but not before accusing Becky of being the cold, unfeeling bitch Dean always said she was and how glad their family was to be rid of her. As he turned, Becky heard him mutter "You'll get yours. Count on it." She sucked in a breath and glanced around, hoping no one else heard him. Thankfully, neither Ethan nor Zach overheard his words.  

Becky knew it was going to be awkward at the memorial service but didn't realize the depth of the underlying animosity Randall and the rest of Dean's family held towards her. Randall's words hurt, deeply. But Becky refused to give them the satisfaction of seeing her pain. 

They still adored Ethan, but before his death, Dean made it clear to his family he didn't hold Becky in high regard and they followed suit.  

The heart attack occurred unexpectedly. He'd been at work when it happened. Dean's boss called her from the hospital, letting her know he'd already passed. Nevertheless, she collected Ethan and left school, driving Ethan and herself to the hospital, where the doctors confirmed the news. It still amazed Becky her entire life had changed in the space of a week. 

"I want to open a beach bar," Becky said. Zach was surprised, if almost dropping his wine glass was any indication.

"How much have you had to drink?" At Zach's question, Becky held up her wine glass, which was still half full. "Where is this coming from? Look, if it's about what Randall said..." Zach's concern was evident in the way he paused and then started to speak, only to pause again. Becky could only surmise he thought she'd lost her mind.

"I need out of here. I'm tired of living in this town. This was Dean's choice, not mine. And I'm tired of teaching high school. It's not like it used to be. Too many parents, too little engagement, too much interference from the administration. I want to do something different with my life." Taking a moment to collect her thoughts, Becky continued. "With that being said, it wouldn't be fair to Ethan to change his life when he only has two years left until he graduates. Even though I know he'd do it with no complaint, I don't want to pull him away from his friends and activities this close to finishing.  They've all been together since kindergarten, and I just couldn't do that to him, no matter how much I want out of this town."

"I understand. I'll help you anyway I can. No questions asked." 

"Thank you. You don't know how much that means to me. Speaking of which, and not to call in that favor too early, I need your help with the life insurance money. I know we'll need some of it to help us through, but I'd like to invest most of it into something that'll grow for those two years while we're waiting. Could you do that for me?"

"Absolutely. And, Becky, if you need any help, financial or otherwise, you know I'm here for you and Ethan. Anything at all."

With her eyes welling up with the first tears she'd exhibited in a week at his words, Becky tilted her head back to keep them contained. It wouldn't do for her to fall apart right now. Maybe when she went off to the privacy of her bedroom, but not here, not now. "Thank you. That means a lot to me. Do you know anything about running a bar?"

"I know what a customer wants." At his chuckle, Becky smiled. 

"I know you've been a customer around the world. I envy you and your travels. What exactly do you do that lets you travel like you do? Because that's what I want to do..."

"I don't think you'd like what I do. It's pretty boring and technical. No excitement other than the occasional exotic locations."

"Yeah, but still—"

"Besides, it's not really for a family man, or a woman in your case. Living out of a suitcase, etc, etc."

"Don't you have a place in Colorado?"

"I do, but I'm never there."

"Maybe we could come stay with you over Christmas or Spring break? Do a little skiing?"

"I'd rather put you up in a hotel if you want to come to Colorado. My place isn't really big enough for family. So...what's the plan for the bar? Any preferences on location?" Zach pushed his glasses up as he got that serious look in his eye when it came to business. Becky was kind of hurt at his curt tone regarding Ethan and her coming for a visit. It was obvious he didn't want them at his place. In fact, she'd never been to any of his places since she'd graduated college. But in all fairness to Zach, he did travel extensively for his work. To be honest, she wasn't really sure what his work entailed other than something to do with lighting, computers, and security depending on the needs of his clients. Computers were not her thing. She preferred people.

"I'd like to stay in Texas if possible." And so they planned Becky's dream. One that wouldn't depend on anyone else. One that no one else could take away.
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I'm not quiet, just plotting.

- Quinn's coffee cup

TWO YEARS LATER...CORPUS Christi, Texas

The stench of death overshadowed the usual Gulf breezes as the police marked off the crime scene. The body of a confidential informant was found in the trunk of a Chevy Malibu parked at an abandoned refinery just outside of Corpus Christi. A bullet to the back of the head seemed to be the cause of death. His little finger on his right hand was missing. According to the coroner, it had been cut off postmortem.  

It was just happenstance a group of teens drove out there to race cars, drink beer, and smoke a joint or two. They'd found the car, but the smell prompted them to call the cops. When the police arrived, it was obvious to the patrolmen they were smelling decomp. There was no smell quite like a decomposing body. Detectives were called in, and an ID had been made. Arnold Joseph, 32, a local man, who was a mid-level drug dealer looking to rise in the ranks of the South Texas drug trafficking business. 

But Joseph had been busted a year ago with several high level members of a biker gang running drugs for the Mexican cartels, although the arrest never made it into the system. Joseph was quietly released back onto the street to continue informing on his business associates. For the past year, a steady stream of pertinent information had been fed into the Organized Crime Drug Enforcement Task Force, or OCDETF, composed of the Corpus Christi PD, Texas Department of Public Safety, the ATF, US Customs and Border Security, local sheriffs' departments, IRS-Criminal Investigations, and the DEA. Normally, the area around Corpus wasn't a designated HIDTA, or High Intensity Drug Trafficking Area, but that was changing.

At first, the information pertained only to the local players, but then information about the suppliers and smugglers started to filter in. That's when the DEA and the rest of the task force were brought in. When information showed connections to certain Mexican drug cartels, like the Mariscos, and alternative shipping routes, the DEA  decided to send in a few undercover operatives to better exploit any holes in the drug trafficking. 

At the time of Joseph's murder, they were still collecting information before acting on any of it. While this was a setback, it just solidified the need to take down the violent Marisco Drug Cartel.

Davis Houk turned away from the trunk as the coroner and his assistant lifted the body out and onto a gurney. Houk removed his glasses and cleaned them with his handkerchief as another man continued speaking to him, ignoring the organized chaos around them. The other man deferred to Houk as they walked back towards their cars, away from the others. It wasn't just the fact Houk was older, his mostly gray-black hair in his usual high and tight, or that he was built like a barrel. Or the fact he was the head of the DEA regional office out of Houston. It was more his commanding presence, developed after twenty years of being career military. He was the hard-ass type of commander who earned respect and loyalty from his troops because he was willing to lead from the front. That, and he always brought them home. But when he left the military to join the DEA, he was relegated to a more behind-the-scenes role. His wife appreciated the change, but sometimes Houk missed the action. But given he was six months away from retirement, he needed to wrap up this last case quickly.  

The other man was a handsome well-built blonde named Brandon Stephens. While he was good looking and affable, Stephens also managed to blend into the background, making him perfect for many of the covert operations he'd been a part of in the DEA. He was currently assigned to the task force as the liaison between the DEA and the other agencies, reporting directly to Houk.

Speaking in low tones, Stephens told Houk about the informant's last contact with him. "I was afraid this would happen. When Joseph didn't contact me two days ago, I had a feeling we'd find him dead. After receiving the report one of the cartel's big wigs was in town, I warned Joseph to leave, but he wanted to use it to his advantage." Stephens shook his head. He informed Houk about the fallout from this execution. "I don't think they made our other agents, but there's no guarantees. Do we pull them or leave them in?"

"Leave them in. Joseph didn't know about anyone else. I know it's a calculated risk, but my gut tells me they're still good." Stephens nodded. Houk pondered the situation as he surveyed the crime scene around them. "But just in case, let's send in someone new to the case but familiar with the area so they don't raise suspicions. Who do we have that fits the bill?"

Stephens thought for a minute. "Quinn Holt. I was going to call him anyway. He and Joseph went to high school together. Holt's the one who got Joseph to become a CI. I know he's attached to the Houston office, but he's from here."

"Didn't I just suspend him a few weeks ago?" 

"Yes, sir. For insubordination. Which makes him perfect. Nothing official, that way there aren't any leaks. No one would suspect you'd pull him in."

Houk said, "Get it done then."

"Yes, sir," Stephens said. Houk only nodded. They got into their respective cars, leaving the crime scene to the local police department. 
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"I THOUGHT YOU HAD A job with the government," George Kelly said as he leaned back in his desk chair, arms behind his head, lower right leg encased in a cast propped up on a small stool, as he eyeballed his nephew.

"Uncle George, I'm still working for the government. I'm just taking some vacation time to help you until you're back on your feet. After you broke your leg, Michael called me. While you can handle the office work, he said your doctor wouldn't allow you on any job sites. And while Michael is a phenomenal chef, he is not a general contractor. I'm the only one qualified and I had some time, so here I am." Quinn Holt tried to hold on to his patience. They'd been over this twice already.

"But just until I'm healed up? You sure you don't want to come work for me full time? You know I've always got a place for you in the company." George continued to study his nephew.

"I appreciate that, Uncle George, but I'm still needed where I'm at. You've got me for the summer." Quinn gave his uncle a wide smile.

"Alright. I'll set you up as my replacement, trying to groom you to take over when I retire. How are you at getting coffee?" Laughing when Quinn just rolled his eyes, George adjusted his chair and grabbed a pen. A slight grimace was the only thing that betrayed the pain his leg gave him. He bent his silvered head towards the papers in front of him and filled out the necessary paperwork to make Quinn an "official" employee of Kelly Real Estate and Development. 

"So what kind of projects are on the books right now?" Quinn asked his uncle, knowing George kept his fingers in many pies in Port Harbor. Uncle George not only owned Kelly Real Estate and Development, but also a property management company, several rental properties, and was a silent partner in at least two restaurants and a furniture store in the area. His primary income was from his real estate and renovation divisions. While Quinn wasn't a salesperson by nature, he'd helped his uncle on occasion with showing houses and businesses in the past when no one else was available. Quinn's talents, however, lay in construction and remodels. He'd helped his uncle every summer since junior high all the way through college. Unlike his cousins, Uncle George's children, Quinn enjoyed working on the construction sites. But his dream had always been to join a law enforcement agency. 

"We have a couple of smaller projects wrapping up. A house remodel over on Delaney, and the new pavilion for the city." Uncle George shuffled through a few papers on his desk. "I sold the place on Beachfront Avenue recently. They paid cash. In full. The new owners are going to open a beach bar, but it needs some reno work before they open."

"Cash, huh? What are the owners like?" Quinn pondered the possibilities as he sat back in his chair.

"A man and a woman. I think they're related, same last name but I'm not sure. They seem nice enough. The woman's a real looker though, if you know what I mean."

Quinn grinned at his uncle. Uncle George, while faithful to the core until he'd been widowed, always admired the ladies.  And he wasn't shy about sharing his opinions. "Did they say what they wanted exactly? Or did you pay attention to anything besides her looks..." Quinn loved to tease his uncle. The ladies down at the senior center constantly showed up at Uncle George's office to bring him baked goods, hoping he'd start dating again. But it'd been five years, and his uncle hadn't broke yet. Although the office personnel did appreciate the sweets.

"Apparently, the woman will be running things at the bar. I went over some options when the man was down two days ago. He wanted to expand by building a deck on the side of the building and opening up a wall. Besides that, he was going to let the woman make most of the decisions. She's due in town this weekend. I set up a meeting with her at the property for Monday morning."

Quinn barely heard the last part of what Uncle George was saying. His phone started to vibrate. When he pulled it out, he recognized the number but hesitated to answer it. His superiors knew he was on vacation, especially after his last undercover assignment. But it was Brandon Stephens calling. Stephens was not only a colleague, but a close friend as well. If he was calling on his encrypted government-issued phone, it was bound to be important.

Standing abruptly, he excused himself from his uncle's office and stepped outside. 

––––––––
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"STEPHENS, WHAT'S HAPPENING?" Quinn asked when he'd made it to the far side of the parking lot.

"Well, hello to you too. How's your vacation going?"

"Is that what we're calling a suspension these days? You know I was right—"  Before Quinn could say more, Stephens interrupted. 

"Doesn't matter. There's protocols for a reason, my friend. You're lucky Houk didn't fire you outright. But I've got a way for you to redeem yourself and come back into the fold."

"I'm listening," Quinn said, waiting to see what kind of assignment Stephens had in mind. The DEA was his life. Going undercover was what he lived for. And that had been taken away from him, although temporarily, because he'd gone off script and made the bust his way. They'd taken down a major player back East, but he'd been suspended as a result. He needed to get back in Houk's good graces. And he'd do anything to get there.

"Arnold Joseph was killed two days ago in Corpus."

Quinn reeled from the announcement. Joseph had been his friend in high school. They'd played on the same football team for four years. After graduation, they went different directions. Quinn attended Texas Tech and then joined the army. Joseph went to Texas State on a football scholarship. But he'd blown out his knee during his sophomore year and lost his scholarship. He'd also gotten hooked on pain killers and then other drugs. 

By the time Quinn joined the DEA, Joseph had amassed a rap sheet filled with petty crimes, drug offenses, and a few assaults in and around Corpus Christi. Working another case, Quinn was surprised to run into Joseph while undercover. Having the chance to blow his cover, Joseph instead vouched for Quinn, which enabled him to stay under and eventually take down the target of his investigation. After the arrests, Quinn located Joseph and offered him a CI position with the DEA. Although Quinn couldn't be Joseph's handler because of their personal connection, Quinn made sure Joseph was taken care of.

But now he was dead. Could he have done something more to help? 

"Do we know who killed him?" Quinn was still reeling from news of his death. He knew CIs could and did get killed, but he'd never lost one of his. It didn't matter that Joseph wasn't technically one of his; Quinn was the one who pulled him in. 

"He was informing on the Marisco Drug Cartel. He reported they were using small tourist towns in the area to traffic their drugs up the supply chain towards Corpus and eventually Chicago."

"Damn, that's actually smart, using tourist towns instead of the larger cities that have more eyes."

"Problem is, he was killed before giving us more information to use. All he got us was Port Harbor is the gateway location. That's where you come in."

"Me?"

"Yeah, since you're already there, Houk was hoping you could do a little surveillance off-book. See if anyone hits your radar."

"Houk was hoping?"

"Okay, so I suggested you. It's a way to make up for your last case. I'm trying to look out for you, Holt, but you are your own worst enemy."

"I can't help being right and acting on it."

"It's the acting on it that gets you into trouble. Just observe. For now. If we find a connection, I might need more. Check out anyone out of the ordinary. We figured they'd be new to town but involved with tourists so no one would look twice. Sound like anyone familiar?"

"Actually, I might have heard of someone like that."  

"Keep me posted." 

"I will. And Stephens...thanks." Stephens hung up. Quinn put his phone back in his pocket and headed back to Uncle George's office.

"All good?" Uncle George asked when Quinn returned to his office.

"Arnold Joseph was found dead."

"Joseph? Didn't you play football with him back in high school?"

"Yeah. He got that scholarship to Texas State, then blew out his knee."

"I remember now. He was an outstanding player, but the drugs are what did him in. He could have finished his degree, worked for his folks. But he got hooked on those painkillers, and next thing you know...Was it drugs?"

"In a way." At Quinn's cryptic reply, Uncle George's face expressed bewilderment and then understanding. He nodded at his nephew. "So, where were we?" Quinn sat down once again in his chair, facing Uncle George. Uncle George studied his face a bit longer before deciding to continue their earlier conversation.

"I was telling you about the meeting with Rebecca Down for Monday at 8:00 am," George said. 

"Who's Rebecca Down?"

"She's the owner of the building they're going to turn into a beach bar over on Beachfront Avenue. The looker. Her partner Zach Down was here two days ago to finalize the purchase. I found the paperwork with their names on it."

At the mention of two days ago, Quinn's ears perked up. "Did you say he was here two days ago?"

"Yes. We would've finalized all of the reno, but he left earlier than expected to take care of some kind of business in Corpus before he flew out. So he was going to leave it to his partner Rebecca to handle."

The wheels in Quinn's head started to turn as this new information filtered through what he already knew. Deciding it was providence that he arrived in town just in time to handle their project, Quinn moved Zach and Rebecca Down to the top of his list to keep an eye on. Because it could not all just be coincidence.  
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Life is short. Buy the beach house.

- Becky's t-shirt

"OH MY GOSH, ZACH. ARE you sure I was sober when I agreed to this building? Why did I let you talk me into this?" Becky ran her hand through her hair as she looked at the building again. She grasped the cell phone tighter to her ear.

The gray drab building stood before her. Its unimpressive appearance distracted the casual observer from the sand colored water behind it. Closing her eyes, Becky tried to focus on the sound of the gentle waves as they lapped against the beach. But it was hard to ignore the sight of the unappealing structure situated between her and the water.  

"Becky, you've never been drunk a day in your life. And it's not that bad..." Zach's voice could be heard over the traffic traveling behind her as she stood in the parking lot of a vacant, weathered building.

"Not that bad? Are you sure I'm at the right place?" Becky's stomach clenched; she hoped Zach had given her the wrong address. 

"If you're at 1010 Beachfront Avenue, then you're at the right spot." Becky looked at the real estate contract in her hand. Scanning the address at the top, she started to feel a little light-headed.

"Becky? Becky? You still there?" Zach's voice sounded from the cell, pulling her back to the conversation at hand.

"Yeah, I'm here." Becky's monotone reply wasn't lost on Zach.

"Look, I know it needs a little work, but it's all about location with a business. And this place is right on the beach in a great part of town. We'll fix it up and open the bar, and it'll all be fine. You'll see. Besides, it's ours, lock, stock, and barrel. We own it outright. Which had been one of your stipulations." Zach grew silent and waited for a response from Becky.

Shoulders straightening, Becky replied, "You're right. We own it. No leasing. No overhead. No payments for the building. No one can take it away." Taking another fortifying breath, she continued, "It's all about possibilities. Alright. I'll call you later after I have a chance to look around inside. And a couple of drinks." 

Disconnecting the call, Becky put the phone in the back pocket of her cutoff denim shorts, grabbed her keys, and locked up her truck. Some of her earlier excitement came back as she went up the walk. Taking the set of keys included with the contract, she proceeded to unlock the door to her new reality.

Becky regretted her earlier meltdown before she entered the soon-to-be-beach-bar. She needed to be strong and independent. Show Zach she could handle the responsibility of running a bar on their dime. Becky drove the six hours from Granbelle to Port Harbor alone, stopping only briefly for gas, an unsweet tea, and something to eat. Becky thought she should have checked into her motel first, but she'd been so excited to see her new place that she'd gone there first.

Seeing the weeds growing in patches around the parking lot, the peeling gray paint on the building, the broken sign out front, Becky felt a moment of panic. She wondered if she was able to handle not only renovating this big of a project, but running a bar in a new town she wasn't familiar with. But after talking to Zach, she calmed. Becky needed to just keep thinking of this as an adventure, or the mid-life crisis so many of her co-workers accused her of having. She just turned forty, after all.

She knew everyone but Ethan and Zach thought she was crazy for leaving a good job, a house, and an established life to run off and open a beach bar, especially at her age. But she was going to embrace the person she felt she'd always been meant to be, before meeting Dean. The doubters just made Becky want to work that much harder. 

And while intimidating, Becky wasn't going to let fear of the unknown keep her from doing something she'd always wanted to do - be her own boss. There was no one else she had to answer to. Ethan left for basic training two days ago. And Dean...Dean wasn't around anymore to put a damper on her dreams, telling her she'd be better off playing it safe. He'd liked the security of her income as a high school teacher; he wasn't willing to trade that in order for her to try something else. He'd thrown a fit the one time she'd tried to broach the subject of leaving teaching to start her own business in Granbelle. The irony of it all was in the end, Dean was the one who'd left. 

Deciding to just do a quick run-through of the property, Becky took pictures with her phone as she made her way through the building and the apartment above. She was going to be living in the apartment, at least for a while, having promised Zach she'd consider looking around for a "real" place to live. But living in the apartment would save her money as well as enable her to be closer to the bar as she got it up and running. The downside was that it was a studio apartment with no privacy other than the bathroom. So if Ethan or Zach came into town, there'd be no place for them to sleep. But it would be sometime before either of them were able to visit, so she'd work with what she had for the time being. 

Becky was going to use the pictures she took on her phone to help her over the weekend as she planned what renovations she wanted before her meeting with Kelly's contractor on Monday. Becky always liked to be prepared ahead of time, especially when it involved a large sum of money. She didn't want anyone taking advantage of her just because she was a woman. So she'd do her homework this weekend in between going to the beach. Becky promised herself she would enjoy her new life in a beach town. And what's the point of living on the beach if she never made it to the beach in the first place, Becky thought.

She locked the property back and climbed into her truck. Deciding she needed to get a few snacks before she went to her motel, she left the parking lot and hit the convenience store a block down. Before getting out of the truck, Becky took a moment to just savor the fact she was going to be living at the beach for the first time in her life. Spontaneous laughter spilled out of her as she hopped down from the truck and headed into the store, a huge smile lighting up her entire face. I'm really at the beach! I'm finally here! Becky thought.  
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THE SOUND OF FULL-THROATED laughter caught Quinn's attention as he was leaving the convenience store. Looking to his left, he stopped in his tracks. Long, dark red hair swirled around the woman as she walked his way. She sported some killer legs: long, toned, and tanned. They were encased in a pair of tiny denim shorts and a pair of neon pink running shoes. Toned and tanned arms were complemented by the white tank top which hugged her more than generous breasts. If he wasn't mistaken, and he rarely was, Quinn would guess she was at least a D cup, and they were all natural the way they bounced when she stepped. Her small waist only accentuated the size of her chest and the flare of her hips. 

The redhead suddenly lifted her head up and stared at Quinn, her stunning smile frozen in place.

Quinn's stance relaxed. His smile widening. Her face definitely matched her body.
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BECKY HALTED SUDDENLY when she spotted the large man holding the door open. While his size was intimidating, his open expression and smile were rather charming. She'd always been a sucker for muscles and beards, and this man had both in spades. 

"Are you undressing me with your eyes? Eyes up here, please." His words pulled Becky out of her blatant perusal of the man. When her eyes reconnected with his, a twinkling in his affirmed that he'd noticed her checking him out. Flushing with embarrassment, Becky apologized.

"I'm so sorry. That was incredibly rude of me." She couldn't believe the first man in two years to peak her interest caught her appraising him like a dieter looks at chocolate. She stepped to go around him since he was still holding the door open, taking extra care to avoid his eyes. 

"I didn't mind, though. To be honest, you have the most amazing...eyes yourself." His pregnant pause had her looking up into his handsome face ready to give him a piece of her mind if he finished his statement. But when he said "eyes" instead of what she assumed he would say, Becky couldn't help laughing at the unexpected turn. His answering smile was a balm to any residual embarrassment she might have felt. "New in town?" the man asked. 

Still dumbstruck, Becky only nodded in response. 

"Well, then, hopefully I'll see ya around. Ma'am." And with that he threw a wink her way, released her, and walked towards a motorcycle parked near one of the gas pumps. As he walked away, Becky decided his butt was just as enticing as the rest of him. Pulling her tank top out slightly to fan herself, Becky hadn't quit staring after the man until he was so far down the street she couldn't see him at all. This town was improving by the minute as far as Becky was concerned. 
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Chapter 3
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In my defense, I was left unsupervised.

- Quinn's coffee cup (a gift from his cousin) 

INSTEAD OF PATRONIZING the local bars and trying to find the redhead with those amazing whiskey-colored eyes he'd run into on Friday, Saturday night found Quinn enveloped in darkness as he slipped around the side of the building. Those eyes reminded him of Jack Daniels Tennessee Honey. A man could get drunk on her eyes alone. 

But it was probably better this way. Because he spent so much time undercover, it messed with his ability to connect with people honestly. It was hell on his relationships; either he lied to them or they lied to him. And what woman wanted a man who lied to her as easily as he changed the channel on the TV? His family despaired of him meeting a "nice girl and settling down" some day. That wasn't going to happen until he changed careers, which he didn't see himself doing anytime soon. But he sure did want to find that redhead, at least for a weekend.

Staying well out of the illumination of the lone security light attached to the front, Quinn continued moving towards his objective. His Glock at the ready. After Stephens' words on the phone earlier about how the drugs were coming into Port Harbor rather than Corpus, Quinn came up with a theory concerning the Marisco Drug Cartel. Port Harbor was a small town doing a lot of tourist business. The small town aspect of close familiarity deterred most outsiders from setting up shop, but dealing with tourists allowed new, unfamiliar people in and out of the town all year long. Quinn figured the best way for them to keep off the radar but still have supplies and dealers available was to set up under the cover of a tourist-based business. No one would look twice at a business which had a steady stream of customers or deliveries. Quinn had already broken into and searched two souvenir stores in town. No luck so far. He was also going to hit the bars in town and check them out, maybe run into the redhead while he was at it, but something his uncle said made him think about boat charter services. 

Uncle George loved to fish and owned his own sport fishing boat. When Quinn was in his office the other day, he saw a framed picture of George's boat The Sea-nic Route. Uncle George walked in, catching Quinn as he was looking at the picture. Laughing, George said it should be illegal to haul in as much fish as he'd caught that day with his buddy. They caught so many, he threw a fish fry that weekend. But the conversation got Quinn thinking. No one paid attention to the commercial fishing boats in the area when they docked except the game warden occasionally checking limits; otherwise, they were a low priority. What if the Mariscos were using smaller boats to bring in their shipments? It wasn't completely beyond the realm of possibilities. It just needed someone with a creative mindset.

So Quinn found himself standing outside of the Reel Deal Fishing Charters office at 1:30 a.m. It was owned by a Captain Isaiah Norris. Quinn ran a brief check on the man: 50, divorced, no kids, a fifteen-year resident of Port Harbor. While not a newcomer, many in Port Harbor didn't consider Norris a local either. Port Harbor was weird that way. It was a tight-knit community where it might take two generations in order to become a "local". Norris had been here long before the drugs started flowing into Port Harbor, but Quinn felt he needed to follow up every lead. Besides, there were only two fishing charter services in town. It wouldn't hurt to be thorough.

Kneeling down, Quinn holstered his Glock temporarily. He made short work of the lock on the side door. Quinn found that most people, good or bad, noticed if a front door had been picked. But not many people paid attention to a little used entrance along the side or back. Drawing his weapon again, he opened the door and caught the overpowering odor of fish. He had to be honest, if he was going to try and hide drugs from the K-9 units, seafood would be a brilliant way. Especially if the fish was less than fresh. 

Taking a pen light out of his pocket, Quinn searched the large bay in the back where they cleaned the fish and
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