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​Chapter 1 – The First Blast










[image: ]


The morning sun had barely crested the horizon when Jake Hunter stepped onto the weathered dock. The salty air wrapped around him, thick with the scent of brine and diesel, and gulls wheeled overhead in their never-ending search for scraps. Clearwater Bay was waking up—fishermen shouting to each other, the slap of waves against pilings, the low thrum of engines warming for a day at sea.

Jake sipped his coffee, the bitter heat cutting through the early chill. It was the kind of morning he had come to love since leaving the Marines. Quiet. Predictable. Safe.

At least, that’s what he thought.

Scout sat at his side, the German shepherd’s dark eyes scanning the harbor with the same quiet vigilance he’d carried on deployment. His ears twitched at every clang of a metal hook or creak of a mooring line. Even here, in this sleepy Gulf Coast town, the dog never truly relaxed.

“Easy, buddy,” Jake murmured, scratching the familiar spot behind Scout’s ear. “We’re off duty.”

Scout gave a low huff, as if to disagree.

The first sign that something was wrong came in the form of a sound—so faint, Jake might have missed it if not for Scout’s sudden, rigid posture. A sharp click, like metal striking metal, carried faintly over the water from somewhere down the docks.

Scout’s nose lifted, nostrils flaring. Then he growled.

Jake’s instincts stirred. He’d heard that sound before. Back in Afghanistan. Right before—

The blast tore through the morning.

A deafening roar ripped across Clearwater Bay, shattering the calm. A wall of flame and black smoke erupted from the far end of the pier, sending fishermen diving for cover. The force hit Jake like a punch, the concussion rattling the coffee cup from his hand.

Scout barked sharply, straining against his leash, eyes locked on the plume of destruction.

Jake dropped to one knee, scanning the chaos. Splintered wood and twisted metal rained into the water. One of the fishing boats—The Coral Belle—was half-consumed by fire, its hull groaning as it listed dangerously. Men shouted for help. Somewhere, a woman screamed.

Without thinking, Jake unclipped Scout’s lead. “Go!”

The dog darted forward, weaving through fleeing dockworkers. Jake followed, his boots pounding the planks. The acrid stench of burning fuel filled his lungs.

“Help! He’s trapped!” a voice yelled.

Jake skidded to a stop beside the smoking wreckage. A fisherman lay pinned beneath a collapsed piling, blood streaking his temple. The flames were creeping closer, popping and hissing as they licked across spilled fuel.

Jake heaved the piling upward with a grunt, muscles straining. The man scrambled free with Scout pulling at his jacket.

“Get to the end of the dock!” Jake barked.

He barely had time to register the man’s nod before another sound sliced through the chaos—a hiss, followed by the unmistakable whump of a secondary explosion. This one smaller, but deliberate. Controlled.

This wasn’t an accident.

Jake’s mind shifted into combat mode. Whoever planted the device might still be here. And if there were two explosions... there could be more.

“Scout—search!”

The shepherd sprang into action, nose low, zigzagging across the debris-strewn dock. His tail went rigid, his body tightening like a drawn bowstring. He stopped near a stack of lobster traps and barked once, sharp and certain.

Jake’s gaze darted to the traps—then to the small, barely visible black box wired with a blinking red light.

His pulse spiked.

No time to wait for the bomb squad. He snatched the nearest bucket, dumped out the bait fish, and plunged it over the device. Pressing it down hard, he smothered the detonator’s trigger beneath water and metal. The hiss of electronics dying was faint but audible.

Scout barked again, not in warning this time, but urgency—eyes fixed on the far end of the dock.

Jake followed his gaze. Through the haze of smoke, a figure in a dark windbreaker was moving quickly toward the parking lot. Not running, but fast enough to raise suspicion. The man’s face was obscured by a ball cap pulled low.

Jake moved.

He sprinted down the dock, vaulting over a broken plank. The suspect glanced back—just once—before slipping between two bait sheds. Jake pushed harder, Scout at his heels.

They rounded the corner and found... nothing. Empty gravel, a trash bin swaying in the breeze, and the faint smell of diesel exhaust.

Jake swore under his breath. Whoever this was, they knew the docks well enough to vanish without leaving footprints.

By the time emergency crews arrived—sirens wailing, hoses snaking across the pier—Jake had run through every possible escape route in his mind. None made sense.

The fire was under control within an hour, but the damage was done. One boat lost, two more badly damaged, several men injured. The harbor’s tight-knit community stood in stunned silence as smoke drifted over the bay.

“Hunter.”

Jake turned to see Sheriff David Morales striding toward him, his weathered face drawn tight. They’d served together once, in a different life.

“You were on scene when it went off?” Morales asked.

Jake nodded. “Scout picked up the first sign. Two blasts—one main, one smaller. And we found a third device. Didn’t go off.”

Morales’ eyes hardened. “You’re saying this was deliberate?”

“Very deliberate,” Jake said. “And whoever set it knew exactly what they were doing.”

The sheriff looked toward the charred remains of The Coral Belle. “This town hasn’t seen anything like this. Not in my lifetime.”

Jake didn’t reply. He was already thinking ahead. Explosives in a small fishing harbor? It didn’t fit. Unless...

His gaze drifted to the horizon, where shrimp trawlers bobbed against the rising tide. Beyond them, open water stretched for miles, dotted with barrier islands and twisting mangroves. The perfect place to hide something—or move it without being seen.

Scout nudged his leg, breaking his thoughts. The dog’s dark eyes were still alert, scanning the crowd as if the enemy might step forward at any moment.

Jake crouched, rubbing the shepherd’s flank. “Looks like we’re not retired after all, buddy.”

As the fire crews packed up and the crowd began to disperse, Jake felt the first threads of unease tighten around him. He’d chosen Clearwater Bay for its peace and simplicity. But peace had a way of shattering without warning.

And from the way the blasts had been timed, he knew this wasn’t over.

Somewhere out there, someone had just declared war on his town.

And Jake Hunter didn’t lose wars.
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​Chapter 2 – Smoke Over Clearwater Bay
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The smoke lingered long after the flames were out.
It curled over Clearwater Bay in thick gray ribbons, carried by a breeze that seemed too gentle for the destruction it masked. From the deck of his small houseboat, Jake watched the plume drift toward the horizon, staining the sky above the fishing harbor.
Scout paced restlessly, claws clicking against the wood. Every few minutes, the dog would stop, ears pricking at some distant sound—then resume his tight, anxious circuit.

“Yeah,” Jake muttered, taking a sip from his now-cold coffee. “I feel it too.”

He hadn’t slept much. After the explosion, he’d stayed to help Morales and his deputies comb through the wreckage, giving statements, marking the spot where the third device had been hidden. ATF was already on their way from Pensacola, but Jake knew the investigation clock was ticking. Whoever had planted those explosives had skill—and the kind of nerve that meant they wouldn’t stop after one attempt.

The sound of an approaching engine broke his thoughts. Morales’ patrol boat glided toward Jake’s slip, the sheriff standing at the bow with a face that said bad news.

Jake stepped onto the dock as Morales tied off. “You didn’t call first. That’s never good.”

“Didn’t have time,” Morales said. “We’ve got a problem. Come on.”

Jake didn’t ask questions—he just whistled for Scout and followed.

Morales opened the throttle as soon as they cleared the marina. The wind tore at Jake’s jacket, carrying with it the acrid scent of burned fuel that still clung to the air. As they rounded the point, Jake saw the reason for the sheriff’s urgency.

From this angle, the smoke was more than a single column—it was spreading, rising from multiple spots across the harbor.

“Another fire?” Jake asked.

“Not exactly.” Morales’ jaw tightened. “It’s flare smoke. Somebody’s set off multiple marine flares at once—high-powered ones. The Coast Guard’s already fielding false distress calls.”

Jake’s gut clenched. “So it’s a distraction.”

“That’s what I’m thinking,” Morales said.

They pulled alongside the main pier. The scene was chaos. Harbor workers pointed out to sea, their shouts mixing with the clanging of boat bells and the distant wail of sirens from shore. Somewhere above, the whump of helicopter blades joined the noise—Coast Guard, scanning for imaginary wrecks.

Jake crouched near the edge of the pier, studying the water. Scout joined him, nose twitching. The smoke from the flares blurred the horizon, creating a haze thick enough to hide a small boat—or several.

“Somebody’s using this cover to move something,” Jake said. “Or someone.”

Morales nodded grimly. “That’s why I brought you. You’ve got better eyes than most of my deputies—and Scout’s nose might catch what we miss.”

They started down the pier, checking each mooring, each vessel. Most were accounted for—fishing boats, pleasure craft, a couple
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