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Call-sign Blackball.  Lieutenant Colonel Terri Whitfield is the Air
Force’s “golden girl”, an officer on the fast-track with a very good
chance of going all the way to the top. With nearly twenty years in
the service under her belt, Terri was a master combat pilot and had
logged thousands of hours in the skies over hostile terrains all
around the world.  She wasn’t someone who frightened easily, if at
all.  But when unknown adversaries strike her at home, the veteran
Air Force warrior needs help from an old friend.  It’s a good thing for
the colonel that her old friend just happens to be Derrick Olin, at
one time a rising star with the Air Force’s elite Office of Special
Investigations, now a freelance bodyguard-for-hire.  Temporarily
pressed back into the service, Derrick begins the hunt for the people
threatening his friend.  And knowing Derrick Olin as we all do by
now, it won’t be long before he finds them.  The question after
that: would they rather he take them alive or dead!
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Chapter 1

HUNTINGTON BEACH, CALIFORNIA
 

“This is really nice,” Deana Eddington said.
“It is,” I said. “And only the second time in twenty-plus years that

I’ve been on a vacation.”
Dee turned and smiled at me.
“Like I told you when we first met, big guy, you need to learn to

lighten the fuck up!”
I grinned at her and gently squeezed her hand in mine.
It was about an hour after sunset and we were walking along the

beach down from Dee’s Huntington Beach home. It was getting darker
but the lights from the houses up the beach helped us keep our
bearings.

We were barefoot, Dee wearing a floral print dress that stopped
just above her ankles and I was wearing a black T-shirt and blue jeans
with the bottoms rolled up to my ankles. Every time a wave rolled in
the water washed across our feet but neither of us minded. It felt good.
Actually, everything tonight felt very good, especially the company.

“You’re getting quiet on me again,” Dee said as she looked over my
way once more. “What are you thinking about?”

“You,” I told her.
“Well I should hope so,” she said. “Considering that you’re here

with me.”
I glanced at her and was still able to make out many of the

features of her face. Her narrow cheeks, her pointed nose, slightly
crooked, her shoulder-length curly red hair, her horn-rimmed glasses,
and behind them, the most beautiful light brown eyes. I had known
Dee for about twenty years and in all that time, she had only become
more beautiful. I suppose that was one of the reasons why she had
maintained a highly successful modeling career right up until her late
thirties.



“You are a very beautiful woman, Ms. Eddington,” I said to her.
Dee smiled again, squeezed my hand, and stopped walking.
I stopped too, and we turned to face each other. Dee is about three

inches shorter than I am so she had to lean her head back just a little
to look up into my eyes.

“I am so glad to see you, Derrick,” she said in a small voice full of
emotion. “I really have missed you.”

I placed my right hand on her cheek and stared into her eyes for a
long time.

Dee stared back and after a while, I could see a tear in her left eye.
I smiled, leaned close, and we kissed.

“I’m glad to see you, too, love,” I said in a heavy voice. “It’s been
too long.”

She nodded.
“It has. Far too long. I know the trip is longer now that I live out

here instead of back in South Florida, but I’m glad you made it.”
“Me too,” I told her. “And I’m glad you found what you wanted out

here. You seem very happy.”
Dee smiled.
“That’s because I’m staring at the sexiest man alive right now.”
I grinned.
“But you are right,” she went on. “I have found what I needed out

here. A fresh start. After everything that went on when I was in Miami,

with Excelsior
[1]

 and all, I wasn’t sure that I would ever be able to
move past it, to leave the pain of all of it behind. And not just the
physical part.”

I put my hand on her shoulder and gently squeezed.
“You are one of the strongest people I know, Dee. If anyone could

bounce back from what you went through, I knew it would be you.
Don’t sell yourself short. You are the reason you survived and have
been able to move on. You’re a remarkable woman, sweetheart. Never
forget that.”

She smiled again and leaned forward to kiss me.
“You are so good for my ego, Mr. Olin. Kind of wish I had you

around all the time to stroke it.”



We both stared at each other for a few moments and then burst
into laughter.

“Well I meant stroke my ego,” she said, barely able to contain
herself. “But now that I think about it…”

I was shaking my head and still grinning, but I saw the hint in
Dee’s eyes, and was glad of it.

“Last time I was on a beach with you I seem to remember getting
raped on the sand,” I said mockingly.

Dee put her hands on her slender hips and cast a defiant gaze my
way.

“And you enjoyed every minute of it, sailor,” she said.
“Airman,” I corrected. “I was in the Air Force, remember?”
“Oh I remember quite well,” she said. “Just be thankful I didn’t

call you seaman!”
And we started laughing once more.
It ended suddenly however, and we found ourselves in one

another’s arms, kissing passionately and tearing at each other’s
clothes.

I glanced around quickly to see if anyone else was nearby on the
beach, but couldn’t make out much, and when Dee started nibbling on
my right ear and neck, I decided I didn’t really care if anyone else was
around.

A big wave washed ashore as I knelt down and my jeans got
soaked, but as I said, at the moment I didn’t care. Dee dropped down
with me and pulled my shirt out of my jeans. I reached for the buttons
at the top of her dress and quickly started undoing them.

I lay down on my back and Dee climbed on top of me, her chest
exposed and the bottom of her dress bunched up at her waist. She
leaned down and stared directly into my eyes. She was backlit by the
light from up the beach and I could just make out a devilish grin on
her thin lips.

“You had the condom in your pocket so you were expecting this to
happen,” she teased, squeezing me tightly.

I groaned and inhaled.
“I had the condom in my pocket, dear-heart, because I know you,”

I told her.



She squeezed again and this time none-too gently.
“And I know you, baby,” she whispered, sitting up. “And I know

exactly what you like.”
Which she certainly did.



Chapter 2

Ruby’s Diner is located at the end of the Huntington Beach
Municipal Pier approximately a quarter of a mile from Pacific Coast
Highway; and you can’t drive there. You have to park in the lot just off
the highway and walk the quarter mile to get to the diner. Luckily, the
food is excellent and well-worth the physical effort.

Friday night the weather was perfect and Dee had made
reservations for four at Ruby’s. We arrived just before sunset and by
the time we reached the end of the pier, all the lights had come on and
the place was as bright as a lighthouse, which it resembled somewhat.

In addition to Dee and me, we were accompanied by another
couple. Friends of mine actually who had come out for a vacation of
their own. Rodney Riker and Sandi Michaels. They had met some
years earlier when Rod had come to Birmingham on a case—he’s a
private investigator from Louisiana—and had since formed a very
close romantic relationship, although they both continued to pretend
it was still merely casual. It wasn’t. I may not be the world’s best
expert on romance, but I’m not a complete idiot when it comes to the
subject. My friends were in love, and I was happy for them. Sandi still
lived in Birmingham and Rod still lived in Lake Charles and both of
them seemed quite happy to keep that arrangement, but they did
manage to spend some time together each month; and vacation
together at least twice a year. When I mentioned my trip out to
California to visit Dee Eddington, Rod had decided that it might be a
good time to get away with Sandi for a while. She thought it was a
good idea too and turned her duties over to her assistant manager at
the gym she owns back home. And now here we were all together
enjoying a night on the town.

We had a table near the back end of the restaurant with the most
impressive view of the Pacific Ocean that I have ever seen at night. A



little frightening because we are actually over the water, but the view
really is striking.

And speaking of striking, both Dee and Sandi looked fantastic.
When I first met Sandi I would not have thought she could ever look as
feminine as she did this evening. For nearly fifteen years she had been
a tough U.S. Army NCO and after that had gone into business for
herself, working hard and not spending a lot of time caring about a
personal life. Because of the gym she owned she was always in great
shape, but never seemed to care too much about things like makeup
and designer outfits. But now that had changed with her relationship
with Rod. Her chestnut colored hair was longer than it had once been,
and styled. She also had on makeup that accented her skin tone and
played up the natural beauty of her face that she had neglected for so
many years. And, surprise of surprises, Sandi Michaels was actually
wearing a green knee-length sleeveless dress tonight! Hot damn!

I’m sure a lot of women were jealous of her because she had great
arm and leg development. Probably a lot of guys were jealous too. Rod
was a very lucky man.

But then so was I.
Dee was stunning too, wearing a simple black sleeveless dress that

showed off her slender but well-toned shoulders. Her hair was
shoulder-length and worn down tonight, and as curly as ever. When
we were younger, I used to say that she looked like Julia Roberts.
Nowadays I say that Julia Roberts looks like her. Just not as gorgeous.

“So you knew Derrick when he was in the Air Force, too?” Sandi
said as she held her wine glass in her left hand and stared over at Dee.

“Yes,” Dee said after chewing a mouthful of grilled salmon and
wiping her mouth with her napkin. “Back when he was young and
dashing and handsome and dedicated to all things America.”

I smiled at her and had some of my own salmon.
“I hear he was just as uptight back then as he is now?” Sandi said

with a grin, sipping her wine.
“More so,” Dee responded, grinning at me. “Actually he’s

mellowed a great deal since he was twenty-three.”
“But not much,” Rod said, taking in a mouthful or rice.
“How did this become insult Derrick night?” I said, wiping my



mouth with my napkin and eyeing everyone at my table. “I thought we
came out to have dinner and relax, have a good time, enjoy one
another’s company.”

“And that’s what we’re doing,” Rod said. “I’m having a great time.”
“Me, too,” Dee said.
“Same for me,” Sandi said.
I shook my head and smiled.
“This is why I don’t take vacations.”
Dee leaned over and touched my knee.
“You don’t take vacations, sweetie, because you’re so uptight.”
Everyone at the table laughed, me included, and Dee kissed my

cheek.
When we finished our meals, the waitress came over, removed our

plates, and put down a dessert menu. Rod already knew that he was
going to have key lime pie, and Sandi had a piece too. Dee ordered a
piece of cherry cheesecake and I decided to try the chocolate variety.

“It’s good to throw the diet out the window once in a while,” Dee
smiled.

“I know you don’t worry about your weight,” Sandi said to her.
“Not with that cute little body of yours, honey.”

Dee smiled at the other woman.
“Well since I don’t actually model anymore I don’t worry as much

as I used to, but I still watch it. But you, my god, you’re in great shape.
I wish I had your muscle development.”

I glanced over at Rod and he smiled. Sandi saw him out of the
corner of her eye and turned toward him.

“And what’s that expression supposed to mean, Mr. Riker?” she
said defiantly.

Rod raised a placating hand.
“Nothing, baby,” he said immediately. “Not a thing.”
Sandi continued to stare at him with a hard edge in her eyes, and

then she smiled and leaned over and kissed his bearded lips.
“I know you’re lying, Rodney, and you know I’ll make you tell me

later.”
Rod grinned back at her.
“You know I was trained in advanced counter-interrogation tactics



when I was with the FBI, right?”
She smiled again, leaning closer to him.
“Which means I’ll have fun breaking you.”
“And I’ll have fun letting you try,” he replied.
“Would you two like to be alone?” I said.
Neither of them looked at me but both waved a hand in my

direction, and I couldn’t be absolutely certain, but I think their middle
fingers were in prominent upward positions.

Dee smiled and finished her wine.
The waitress came back with our desserts and everyone dug in.
Delicious and decadent, but tonight none of us cared.
We were supposed to be having fun, enjoying one another’s

company, and that is exactly what we did.



Chapter 3

It rained all day Sunday but that didn’t bother Dee and me. Our
only plans for the day involved indoor activities.

I made breakfast and served it to her in bed. After breakfast, I
served her something else in bed. Later I served it to her again in the
shower.

By midmorning, we had made it into her living room and curled
up on the sofa with the newspaper. I don’t really read newspapers
much anymore, or watch the news on TV for that matter. It’s all pretty
much bullshit to me these days, probably always was. However, the
comic strips still hold my interest. While Dee pored over the boring
stuff, I found great solace with Dagwood (Blondie), The Wizard of ID,
Beatle Bailey, the Peanuts Classics, The Phantom, and many others.

I also glanced through the K-Mart ads because Jaclyn Smith was
always my favorite Angel and she has a clothing line with K-Mart; and
often models her own wares. Yes, even in her early sixties the girl’s still
got it. And even in my early forties, I still want it.

Oh well…
After the paper, Dee wanted to play some more. That was good

because I kind of wanted to do that too. This time we ended up in the
oversized sunken tub in her bathroom, and by the time we were
finished, the floor was soaked, but we were both very clean. Not to
mention breathless.

Dee lay back in my arms and I held her against my chest, gently
massaging her tight abdominal muscles with my fingers.

“Did I mention how glad I was that you came out here, Derrick?”
she said after a while, leaning forward and moaning in a low tone.
“God you’re so good for me.”

I snickered, shifting around a little as her buttocks pressed into
my lap.



“Maybe somebody should put me in a bottle and sell it at the
pharmacies,” I quipped.

Dee giggled.
“Not a chance,” she retorted. “I want to keep you all for myself.

Oh, that feels really good, Derrick! Really good.”
I was now massaging her shoulders, gently digging my fingers into

the tight muscles there, releasing pressure and tension.
Dee moaned again and sat back, her wet hair brushing against my

face as she settled. Now I moved my hands to the sides of her
shoulders and started to knead her flesh, squeezing, wringing, and
scooping, and all the while Dee lay back and purred like a kitten.

“If you ever did decide to give up the bodyguard thing, kid, you’ve
got a future with your hands,” she said. “I know I’ve told you that
before, but I have never meant it as much as I do right now. Damn,
Derrick, that feels sooooo fucking good!”

I chuckled and continued doing what I was doing, and enjoying it
too. It was curious but I found the act of giving a massage to be much
more relaxing than actually receiving one myself. I have never
understood that but it’s true. By the time I’m finished I feel just as
good as the woman I’ve just worked on. And maybe that has
something to do with it. I only massage women. Actually, I only
massage women I’ve slept with. Usually that’s what leads to me
sleeping with them. A really nice pattern to my life.

“Christ!” Dee exclaimed, squirming.
I was using the side of my closed fist to rub up and down the

middle of her back, careful of the pressure around her spin, and Dee
was sitting up and shivering as my strokes went deeper and deeper
into her skin.

“Yeah that’s it,” she whispered. “Right there. Oh. Yeah, that’s it,
Derrick, don’t stop.”

“Now where have I heard that before?” I said.
“Don’t’ make me laugh right now, baby,” she said.
“And where have I heard that before?” I said again.
Now she was laughing.
“Bastard!” she shouted, continuing to laugh, and I continued to

work on her back, laughing myself.



We stayed in the tub until lunchtime and then dried off and went
to make lunch. This time we ate in the kitchen and when we finished,
spent a little time standing at the large sliding glass doors in her living
room staring out at the beach and the rain. Despite the gloominess of
the day, the view was still fantastic.

Dee nudged me and asked if I’d like to go out and make love on
the beach today. I turned to her and shook my head, saying that there
was this nice and comfortable king-sized bed in the other room that I’d
like to give a whirl. She grinned and kissed me, then took off her robe
and handed it to me.

When she turned to walk away slowly, I could not tear my eyes
from her. I took off my robe, too, and left it on the back of the sofa
with hers, then went into the bedroom to join her.

Later we lay in bed cuddling and dozing, listening to the steady fall
of the rain outside. Neither of us said anything for quite a while but
then Dee turned to me and put her hand on my bare chest, staring up
into my eyes. I looked down at her and knew she wanted to talk,
probably needed to talk. So I lay there and listened.

“After what happened in Miami I was really frightened for a long
time. I didn’t want to be alone, but I really didn’t want anybody
around me. My dad and stepmom came down and stayed with me for a
while, my stepbrother and sister, too. And there were other friends.
You helped a lot too, Derrick. Probably more than anyone because I
never sensed you judging me, wondering how I could have done what I
did or become what I was. Everyone else, even my dad, I could see it in
their eyes when they looked at me. I could tell they wanted to ask me
how I could have ever gotten myself into something like that, how I
could have ever allowed myself to sink so low. It was just so horrible
for me to see their disapproval, even if they never voiced it. You didn’t
judge me though. And I love you for that.”

I squeezed her tightly but said nothing.
“After all the trials were over I had a hard time finding work, as

you would expect. Who was going to hire a model or an actress who
had been a part of a major international prostitution and sexual
slavery ring? The physical injuries I suffered after the attack healed
much more quickly than the psychological ones. All those memories



from my other work, turning tricks and everything else, the shame of it
nearly overwhelmed me. There were times when I didn’t know if I’d
survive. I went to a therapist for a while but that didn’t make me feel
any better, so I quit. I wanted to start doing drugs again but somehow
I managed to avoid that path. I’m very glad of that. If I had started
down that road again I’d be dead now, and I wouldn’t be here with you
like this.”

She shifted against me and I leaned down to kiss her left shoulder.
“I’m glad you are,” I whispered in her ear.
“Me too,” she said, smiling. “I’m glad of everything now. I realize

that if I hadn’t gone through all of that bad stuff then I probably never
would have been able to be happy with myself. You know everything
about me, Derrick. You know about my relationship with my mother
and all, everything that happened when I was growing up. It wasn’t the
worst childhood in the world, but it wasn’t great either. In some ways,
I suppose I was destined to end up doing what I did, and it took me
nearly being killed to understand just how destructive a path I was on.
But then you were there to save me.”

“You saved yourself, baby,” I told her. “That was all you. Never
forget that.”

She turned and looked up at me once more, tears in her beautiful
eyes, but they were not tears of sadness. She was smiling.

“You are who I will never forget, lover. You may not think you did
all that much to save me but I know better. And I don’t just mean the
part where you found the bad guys and broke up the call-girl thing
Excelsior had going on. That was important, but you did so much
more. And I don’t know if I can ever truly repay you.”

Now the tears were gone and the expression on her face was one of
pure debauchery. She rose up and let the sheet fall to her waist
revealing her small but still firm breasts, pink nipples fully erect.

“But I am sincerely going to try,” she said.
I felt myself become tumescent as a large grin began to spread out

on my face.
For the life of me, I can’t understand why it was I didn't take more

vacations.
It was after midnight when my cell phone woke us up. Actually



just me because Dee was capable of sleeping through an artillery
barrage and was still lying on her side snoring lightly when I reached
for and opened my phone.

After glancing at the display I frowned, but then pressed the
SEND key.

“Will, what the hell are you doing calling me at this time of night?”
“Sorry about that, Derrick,” responded Will Jordon. “I know it’s

an hour earlier in Birmingham right now, but this is important. I need
your help with something and I need it fast, buddy.”

I had known Will Jordon for about twenty years and knew he
didn’t ask for help unless he truly needed it. And since he was a very
powerful lieutenant colonel in the Air Force Office of Special
Investigations, if he was asking for my help, the problem had to be
serious.

I sat up and climbed out of bed, moving toward the door as quietly
as I could. When I was out in the hallway with the door closed, I
leaned my bare back against the wall.

“Okay, Will, I’m listening.”
In very succinct sentences, the AFOSI man told me his problem.

By the time he was finished I had already run through a list of things
that needed to be done. We exchanged a few more words and then I
hung up.

Three hours later I was onboard a C-130 cargo plane as it took off

from March AFRB
[2]

 in Riverside, California on a priority flight at the
behest of the AFOSI Acting Chief of Operations. It seems that my old
friend Will had come up in the world in the last few months.

At the moment, I didn’t really have the time to ponder that
friend’s good fortune. Right now I was thinking about another friend
and the bad fortune that seemed to have befallen her of late. It was the
only reason that I was now in this plane and not in Deana Eddington’s
bed where I would much rather be.

This was a really good friend.



Chapter 4

After college, I spent ten years in the Air Force. During the first
two I was a supervisory officer with the Office of Security Police—now
called the Security Forces Center. After that tour I joined OSI, and for
the next eight years was a special agent working in both Criminal
Investigations and Antiterrorism. Some say I was pretty good at the
work, some say I was better than that. I say that I managed to live
through it with my body and mind largely intact. It was behind me
now, the life and the career. I didn’t really miss it, but there were some
people from those days that I did miss, Will Jordon being one of them.
And there were others. One in particular.

When I was a sophomore in college I served as the senior enlisted
cadet in my ROTC detachment. When a new crop of cadets joined our
unit it was my job as senior NCO to get to know them and make sure
they felt welcome. It was a daunting job for me because I’m not known
for being a people person, but I managed. Only twenty new cadets
joined the detachment during the second semester of that year, most
of them transfers from other schools and other detachments, the
majority of them freshmen. But there were two late-entrants who had
decided to join the program as sophomores. One of them was a geeky
guy named Willins who was just looking to get out of gym and figured
ROTC would be easier. He was wrong, of course, and ended up
dropping out before semester’s end.

The other was a very bright and tough young woman by the name
of Theresa Whitfield. Terri Whitfield was the daughter of a career NCO
and by the time she was thirteen she knew more about the Air Force
than most career officers or enlisted. I found myself impressed with
her bearing and attitude, and quickly grew to respect her. We became
friends, good friends, and later in our cadet careers even competed for
several top-level positions within our detachment. This competition



never led to hurt feelings when one succeeded over the other, as was
invariably the case, and it actually seemed to make us even better
friends.

When we graduated in 1989 Terri and I were commissioned on
the same day and her father was there in his full-dress uniform,
pinning on her bars and giving her her first salute, proud papa that he
was. And after that the fun really began. We were full-fledged Air
Force officers with everything ahead of us, the whole world to conquer.

My career path led from the Security Police to OSI, but Terri’s
took her straight into the clouds. When we were undergrads she had
already snagged a navigator’s slot and was scheduled to start UNT—
Undergraduate Navigator Training—within a month of her
commission. However, in an odd twist of fate—or whatever you believe
in—she managed to get her slot upgraded to pilot and became the first
woman to ever be commissioned out of Air Force ROTC to go directly
to UPT—Undergraduate Pilot Training.

Terri became a pilot, and not just any pilot, a fighter pilot. She was
a natural, and soon it became clear that she would be a star. Over the
years she has risen steadily through the ranks, served in a variety of
commands all over the world, and even done combat tours in Kosovo,
Afghanistan, and Iraq. She has two confirmed air-to-air kills and has
flown dozens of close-support operations while taking intense ground
fire. A few years ago the Air Force Times did a major article on her
that was picked up by several civilian papers and even Time Magazine.
After that Terri became the unofficial poster-girl for the modern
female military warrior. Something that I knew she personally hated
but nonetheless endured because she thought it would help the service
and the country in the long run; and no doubt it would help to ensure
her promotion to full colonel some day, perhaps even general.

I manage to talk to Terri a couple times a year on the phone and
we email maybe once or twice a month. I’ve kept up with all of the
major points of her career, and some of the ones from her personal
life. When she was still in college she got pregnant and decided to keep
the baby and raise him on her on because the father refused to
participate. Despite this added burden, Terri managed to succeed in
school and later on in the Air Force as a single mother. She did get



married eventually but after nine years that collapsed and she was on
her own again. Well, not completely on her own because there was
young Joseph, her son. He was her complete life, she loved him and
nurtured him and always made sure he had love in his life and knew
his mother was there for him, even when she was thousands of miles
away. Now Joseph was twenty and a junior at Samford University back
in Birmingham, following in his mom’s footsteps as a cadet officer in
our old ROTC detachment. Another year and he’d be in service as well;
probably flying too. I’m sure this made his mother very proud and
happy.

Unfortunately right now there was something else in her life that
was not making her happy. And it was the reason for Will Jordon’s call
in the middle of the night and my quick flight from California.

At 0500 on the dot the Air Force Reserve C-130 cargo plane
touched down on the runway at Nellis Air Force Base in Nevada and
the impact jarred my guts and teeth. In that instant I remembered just
how much I hated flying, especially on uncomfortable military aircraft.
The foul smelling jump seat that I had spent the last seventy-three
minutes riding in hadn’t helped either. I suppose it really didn’t matter
now. I had made it alive and in one piece and that’s all that was
important.

The plane rolled to a stop near a hangar on the east side of the
base and the loadmaster came aft to tell me that I could unbuckle and
stand up now. I did this and then reached for the duffel bag at my feet.
The loadmaster told me to follow him and I did.

Out on the tarmac I was greeted by a female major wearing a
Class-B summer uniform along with a SIG-Sauer 9mm sidearm. She
did not appear to be all that excited to see me, but greeted me
cordially, introducing herself as Major Seabode, no first name given. I
told her who I was but she already knew, and I already knew that she
knew.

Behind the major were two enlisted airmen both in desert ABUs
and carrying M-4 assault rifles at the ready. Along their right biceps
were the bands that designated them as members of the Security
Forces, and badges on their left top pockets. There was also a badge on
Major Seabode’s left pocket, but I tried not to stare because the major



had rather nice and large breasts. I already knew from my brief
briefing by Will Jordon that Major Seabode—first name Betty—was
the chief of base security at Nellis.

Major Seabode signed the loadmaster’s clipboard and then
nodded, telling me to follow her. That wouldn’t be too difficult. The
major had a rather nice ass as well. I followed her and her two backup
men followed me.

Boy I could just feel the love flooding back now that I was once
again in the Brotherhood of the Blue. But something told me that
maybe I should think about hiring a food-taster just to be on the safe
side.



Chapter 5

NELLIS AIR FORCE BASE, LAS VEGAS,
NEVADA

 
Major Seabode’s office is located on the north side of the base on

Carswell Avenue not too far from the main entrance. I guess she sees
herself as the sentinel who guards the gates and keeps the evildoers at
bay. No doubt she wishes she’d been able to keep yours truly at bay.

The major ordered the airmen to wait in the empty outer office
after inviting me inside and telling me to take a seat. There was only
one chair in front of the small steel desk so I took it and set my bag
down on the floor at my feet. She went behind her desk and dropped
her beret on the small table to her right, then pulled out her chair. She
was about to sit but then remembered her pistol belt and took it off,
dropping it on the desk in front of her, the butt of the SIG facing her
way. Now she sat.

“Hope your flight was good,” the major said absently as she turned
on her desk lamp.

“You’ve no doubt ridden in a C-130 before, Major,” I said.
She glanced up at me, her big blue eyes showing just a hint of

humor, and then she nodded.
“Yeah. No such thing, huh?”
I didn’t respond, my point made.
Major Seabode unlocked the center drawer of her desk and took

out a green file-folder, setting it down next to her pistol belt. Then she
just stared across the desk at me without saying anything.

I’ve been stared at by a lot of people in my time, many of them far-
more intimidating than this very attractive blond Air Force Security
officer, so I didn’t whither away or faint now, simply sat and returned
the stare, only mine was much more pleasant.

After maybe a couple of minutes the major glanced over at the
wall clock and then back at me. She shoved the folder across her desk



and I caught it as it came flying off the front side.
“Everything we have on this is in there,” she told me in a

monotone. “Why don’t you give it a read and then we’ll talk. If you
have any questions, Mr. Olin, please hold them until you’ve gone
through the file. I’ll answer what I can then.”

I nodded, tapping the file against my knee.
“I’m gonna go out and see if I can make some coffee or get one of

the airmen to do it,” she told me, standing. “You want a cup or
something.”

I shook my head and told her no.
She nodded her head and then started for the door.
I opened the file on my lap and began to read. It was only about

ten or so pages. Even as slow as I read that shouldn’t take too long.
The major returned in twenty minutes with a brown mug of coffee

and sat down behind her desk once more.
I was finished with the file and kept it closed on my lap.
“So you’ve read it all?” she asked, taking a sip of coffee.
I nodded.
“And what did you think?” she said.
“I think that Colonel Whitfield has a problem,” I told her.
Major Seabode stared at me for a very long moment and then

actually cracked a very genuine smile.
“Well they warned me you were a hotshot OSI specialist,” she said.

“Guess my poor backwards little Security Force here could never have
figured that out.”

I stared back at her for a few moments and then nodded.
“Probably not,” I told her.
The silence became much longer after that, and louder, too.
I couldn’t be certain but for a second there I got the impression

that the major was considering picking up her SIG and shooting me.
She managed to resist the urge however, and that was good because I
was a lot closer to the Glock on my right hip than she was to her
weapon.

“Alright, Mr. Olin,” she said finally. “Let’s hear what you have to
say. I’m under orders to work with you and I know this is serious, so
let’s leave everything else out of it and get the job done.”



“Sounds like a plan,” I told her.
She nodded.
I nodded.
Then we started talking seriously.



Chapter 6

“Colonel Whitfield didn’t report anything until after the second
incident. That’s when somebody slashed the two rear tires on her duty
car as it was parked in the driveway of her residence. The first time it
was a broken mirror on the same car but she thought maybe somebody
hit it and were too afraid to leave a note. That could’ve been the case
anyway but she doesn’t think so now. And neither do we. Since the
slashed tires there have been a number of other things, mostly small.
Hang up phone calls to her office and her home, notes left on her
personal car when she’s off base in town somewhere; a couple times
people have approached her on the street and given her the notes,
saying that somebody paid them to deliver them to her. Each time the
descriptions of the note passers didn’t match. Looks like whoever is
behind this is using cutouts. Which means we’re dealing with someone
who has skills for this sort of thing. And then there were the incidents
that were not so minor. A couple of times the colonel has been
followed when she was off base. One time very aggressively. We
contacted the Las Vegas Police and gave descriptions of the vehicles—
different in each case—but they had no luck tracking them down. The
colonel couldn’t get license plates. Probably wouldn’t have mattered
anyway. Probably stolen vehicles.

“And then there was the shooting two days ago, the reason the
base commander contacted OSI and why, I suppose, you’re here now.”

I said nothing, just continued to sit and stare at the Air Force
Security officer as she sat behind her desk leaning forward with her
hands clasped together. She looked back at me for a few moments
before continuing.

“I don’t think they were trying to kill her. If they were she’d
probably be dead. She was in the open and the shooter had plenty of
time to get off more shots. Happened when she was out at the test field



with the senior staff of her squadron. Three rounds in quick
succession. We recovered one of the slugs. A .308 caliber. If it had hit
her or anybody else they’d be dead.”

“You said she was with a group of others,” I said. “And none of
them were hit either?”

Major Seabode shook her head. “No. There were eight officers and
two enlisted present. None of them was hit. Two of the rounds hit near
Colonel Whitfield’s feet though. Real good shots. But no hits. Once this
happened we locked down the base, all of my officers were out in force.
We tore the place apart, even got LVPD to set up roadblocks on the
roads that led from the base. We kept the place sealed up tight for two
days and found nothing. Well, other than the shooter’s perch, but it
was clean too. He policed his brass. Or she did. We don’t know.”

“So that means the shooter could still be on the base,” I pointed
out. “I don’t doubt your people did a thorough job, Major, but Nellis
isn’t exactly small. Somebody who was skilled in concealment could
find places to hide, moving around as necessary, staying out of sight. It
would take a very well trained operator, but it could be done.”

The major slowly nodded her head.
“I know this, Mr. Olin,” she said. “And that is why even after we

opened the base back up I doubled the patrols on all the access roads
and continued searching. Right now all my officers are on twelve-hour
shifts, no off-days. I’ve also got a team protecting the colonel’s home
on Mather Avenue. The wing commander isn’t satisfied with that
though and he got a hold of the OSI detachment commander here. The
only problem is she’s in Afghanistan right now, as are most of the
members of the 206th. So General Garrison contacted OSI
Headquarters and demanded they dispatch someone to provide for
Colonel Whitfield’s personal protection. I believe he spoke with a
Colonel Jordon.”

I nodded.
“Will Jordon,” I told her. “He’s the commander of the 703rd

Detachment at Eglin. Or he was. Now he’s at Headquarters on TDY as
the Acting Chief of OSI Operations. He and I served together back
when I was still on active duty.”



Major Seabode nodded.
“Well he must think very highly of you if he’s calling you into this.

You being a civilian and all. I guess the OSI is stretched kind of thin
these days, just like the rest of us. With things in Iraq and Afghanistan
and other hotspots going the way they are it’s really starting to take a
toll on the service. Hell, the entire armed forces. How long you been
out?”

“About ten years,” I said to her.
“Long time,” she said. “Look, I don’t mean to be insulting, but I

have to know that you’re up to this. Colonel Jordon may be a friend of
yours and may have all the confidence in the world in you, but I don’t
know you. You’ve been out of the service for ten years; a lot has
changed since then. You might have been a really good agent back in
your day, but this might be more than you can handle.”

I nodded slowly, and smiled.
“Major, I appreciate your concerns. And in your place I would

probably have those same concerns. But I think I’m up to the
challenge. Since I left the Air Force I’ve been working as a freelance
security expert and bodyguard. I’ve kept my skills current. Believe me,
if Will Jordon didn’t know that already he’d never have asked me to do
this. Friends or no.”

Major Seabode continued to stare at me hard for several long
moments, absently chewing on her lower lip. Finally she sighed and
sat back, glancing over at her now empty coffee cup.

“Okay then,” she said. “So what would you like to do first, Mr.
Olin?”

“First you can stop calling me Mr. Olin. Derrick will be sufficient.
I’m a civilian, and only on temporary reinstatement. No need to be so
formal.”

“Fine,” she said. “What would you like to do first, Derrick?”
I glanced over at the clock on the wall.
“Well we probably should head back over to the airfield,” I told

her. “That C-17 from D.C. should be arriving soon.”
The major glanced up at the clock herself and then nodded.
“You’re right.”
She stood, picking up her duty belt and strapping it back around



her waist—her rather nicely shaped waist. I stood as well, and when
she was ready we left the office together, the two Security Forces
airmen on our heels.

How comforting.



Chapter 7

I waited with Major Seabode in the Flight Operations Center until
the C-17 cargo jet landed and was directed to a parking location. Then
she led me down to the tarmac where we waited some more until the
loadmaster had cleared the occupants for egress. The first hundred
people off the plane were all Army Rangers, each one loaded down
with at least seventy-five pounds of gear, all young and eager and
ready for a fight. No doubt they would soon be getting one.

Following the Rangers were an assortment of Air Force personnel
in flight suits and carrying much lighter duffel bags. When they exited
the plane they took a different route than the one taken by the Army
grunts.

The last two people off the plane before the flight crew were
dressed in civilian clothes. A young auburn haired female (mid-
twenties) wearing a fawn colored pantsuit, and a tall, dark Latino male
(early forties) wearing a black suit that looked like it had come off the
rack about five years ago. He was probably an enlisted man, the
woman an officer.

Both carried briefcases and had black backpacks slung over their
shoulders. They approached us and Major Seabode introduced herself,
shaking both their hands, and then they turned to me. The woman was
Special Agent Amy Stovall and the man was Special Agent Ernesto
Chavez, both members of the 33rd Field Investigative Squadron out of
Andrews Air Force Base in Maryland.

“Colonel Jordon sends his regards, Agent Olin,” Stovall said as she
set her briefcase down and unslung her backpack. She unzipped a side
panel and removed a black wallet, handing it to me. I took it, already
knowing what it was.

The picture on the ID was about eighteen years old, but it was me;
when I had had hair. I read the data on the identification card and



smiled. Will had been busy. In just a few short hours he had managed
to get me reactivated as an OSI special agent and even bumped up to
supervisory status. Now I was a GS-14 civilian agent, the equivalent
rank of a lieutenant colonel, which I would be now if I’d stayed in the
Air Force. I had to smile as I absently fingered the large gold badge in
the wallet along with the ID card.

Special Agent Stovall was now holding something else out to me. I
glanced at it and shook my head, opening my jacket.

“I’ve already got one and Will knows how much I don’t like
9mm’s.”

Stovall smiled and put the SIG-Sauer P-228 standard OSI issue
back into her bag.

“The colonel thought you’d say that, but he told me to try anyway.”
“Of course he did,” I said. “So you two are my team?”
“Yes, sir,” Stovall said. “Ernesto and I are here to back you up. We

have been instructed to follow your orders without question. Colonel
Jordon has given you total authority in this matter.”

I nodded.
“Good,” I said, looking at both of them. “Then let’s get out of here

and go meet our client. On the way over you can both tell me how
much experience you have in close-protection and protective
surveillance operations.”

Major Seabode led the way back to where we had parked and the
two agents followed me.

Behind them the two armed security men followed all of us.



Chapter 8

Terri Whitfield lived in a typical base senior officer’s house on the
northeast side of Nellis on Mather Avenue. When we arrived there at a
quarter to eight we found two Security Forces airmen parked in a jeep
at the curb and another posted at the front door. Major Seabode told
me that there were an additional two out back patrolling the grounds,
one with a dog.

We had come in two vehicles. The major and her SFs in her car,
Stovall, Chavez and me in a blue staff car that was being loaned to us
for the duration of this assignment.

We climbed out and as we approached the jeep both SF airmen
inside stepped out and snapped to attention, saluting their superior.
She returned their salutes and asked for a status report. All was well
and routine, no incidents to report. The major thanked them and told
them to return to their post.

When we reached the front door to the house the SF posted there
reported the same and when he finished I rang the bell. Maybe half a
minute later the front door opened to reveal a short, round woman of
about sixty wearing gray slacks and a white blouse. I guessed her
heritage to be Indian—and not the Native American kind either. I
showed her my credentials and told her that we were there to see
Colonel Whitfield.

The woman stared very hard at my ID for a long time, and then at
me. She glanced beyond me at Major Seabode and the other two
agents, then finally stepped back and permitted our entrance.

The house was small but very modern. The living room was
furnished with a sofa, a loveseat, and two oversized chairs, all done in
dark green. The housekeeper, who said her name was Payal, told us to
have a seat and wait. Colonel Whitfield was getting ready for work and
would be a few minutes. I thanked her and everyone else took seats. I



remained standing though.
On the wall above the mantel were pictures of Terri’s son Joseph,

a handsome and strapping young man who no doubt was very popular
with the ladies. I could see a lot of his mother in his eyes and around
the mouth. There was probably a great deal of his father there too, but
I had never met that bastard so I couldn’t say for sure.

Some of the pictures were of mother and son, smiling, happy,
having a great time together. I could see how proud Terri was of her
son, and how much he loved his mother.

One of the pictures was of Joseph in his cadet uniform. According
to the rank insignia on his shoulders he was a cadet major when the
photo was taken, a senior officer in the detachment. He’d probably
make cadet corps commander before he graduated in the next year.

I was still looking at the pictures on the wall when I heard
footsteps on the hardwood floor that led down the hall at my back. I
turned and smiled as Terri Whitfield marched into her living room
wearing an olive-drab flight suit.

She was still trim and fit, nearly my height, and her medium
brown hair was still cut to the length of her neck.

“My god they’ll just let anybody on this base nowadays,” Terri said
with a huge grin, stopping in the doorway and putting her fists to her
waist. “I really am going to have to speak to Security about this.”

I smiled again.
Terri started laughing and came over and thrust her arms around

my neck, squeezing very tightly. I put my arms around her back and
did the same. We stood like that a very long time and after a while I
could detect a slight tremor moving through her. Any other woman
and I might have attributed it to just the normal effect of being so close
to me, but Terri was far from a normal woman. She was a warrior who
didn’t frighten easily and didn’t get weak in the knees because of some
guy. Even if he was as dashing as yours truly. This told me that she was
very concerned about what had been happening to her, taking
everything very seriously.

Good.
We pulled back and stared into one another’s eyes for a few

moments, still smiling, me more so than her though.



“God you look good, Derrick,” she said. “I hate to say it, but
civilian life really seems to agree with you.”

“Well, Colonel, you look great too,” I told her. “I guess Air Force
life really agrees with you.”

She nodded, leaned forward, and kissed me on the cheek.
“Thanks for coming, Derrick. I’m glad Will was able to talk you

into it. I feel better knowing it’s somebody I know and trust watching
my back. No offense, Major.”

Betty Seabode had risen to her feet when Terri walked in, along
with the two agents. She nodded.

“None taken, Colonel. How are you this morning?”
“I’m good, Major. Thank you for posting the guards. It helped

knowing that they were here last night.”
“Very good, ma’am. And not to worry. They will be posted around

the clock until we know that this matter is resolved. General Garrison’s
orders.”

Terri glanced at me.
“So Will finally got you back in the service, huh?”
“Only temporarily,” I told her. “Like you said, civilian life agrees

with me. I think after all these years that I have forgotten how to salute
anyway.”

Terri grinned.
“I find that hard to believe, Derrick. But be that as it may, I’m glad

you’re here now. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” I told her. “So you’re going to work today?”
“Of course,” she said, stepping away and moving over to the

mantel, standing in front of the pictures of her and her son. “I don’t
have the kind of job where you can call in sick, Derrick. You know
what we do here at Nellis. We train combat pilots for combat. My unit
is the aggressor squadron. We show these young fire-pissers what it
means to take the fight to the enemy. Right now we’re preparing two
squadrons for overseas deployment within the next month. Training is
at a critical stage and I have to be there. I will be there.”

I stared back at her for a few moments and slowly nodded. Terri
was still Terri. Tough as steel. Even when she was scared.

“Alright then, Colonel,” I said. “You’ll continue to live your life and



to do your work, but if we’re going to protect you then you’re going to
have to do certain things that will help us do our job. And this is not
negotiable. This is the way that it will have to work if we are to keep
you safe.”

The colonel assumed the position of parade-rest, hands clasped
behind her back, shoulders squared, and nodded.

“Alright, Agent Olin,” she said. “Let’s talk.”



Chapter 9

Terri Whitfield served as Commanding Officer of the 414th

Combat Training Squadron at the Air Force’s Fighter Weapons School
based at Nellis. The school is the Air Force’s version of the Navy’s Top
Gun school in Miramar, California—made famous by the movie with
the same name back in 1986. The primary mission of the school is to
train Air Force pilots for combat. Plain and simple. When I was a cadet
back at Samford one thing was drilled into my head over and over
again and was on every cadet promotion test I ever took.

The mission of the Air Force: To Fly and Fight!
At Nellis the training cadre made sure that each pilot who went

through the school came out fully capable of doing both at the same
time and better than any other pilots in the world, or they didn’t make
it through.

The mission of the 414th was to play the aggressor, the opposing
force, the enemy. Designation: Red Flag! Their primary aircraft was
the venerable F-16, a highly versatile all-weather interceptor and
close-air support fighter that had been a workhorse in the service for
more than two decades. Today the F-22 Raptor was all the rage with
the younger crop of pilots, the most advanced combat fighter ever
developed with every modern gadget you could think up onboard—and
a price tag of over one hundred million dollars per bird. But many of
the more senior pilots still preferred the F-16 Falcon, in particular
when it came to training. Colonel Whitfield was one of those pilots and
was more than happy to command a squadron of them as they
matched wits and skills with the younger pilots who came to them for
training.

Terri had been at Nellis for two years after completing her second
tour of duty in Iraq. When she had received the posting she was told
that after three years she would stand a good chance of receiving early



selection to full colonel. This move would virtually assure her a shot at
brigadier general by the time she was in her mid-forties, provided
there were no black marks in her record. And considering Terri’s
career so far, it was highly unlikely that there would be any. She was a
very capable officer and well thought of by her superiors and
subordinates alike. They viewed her as tough but fair, the kind of
officer who would be the first in and the last out of a fight, doing
everything she could to make sure that all of her people made it out
safely.

During her time at Nellis she had had a couple of TDY
deployments overseas, the most recent to Afghanistan in order to
assist in the implementation of a new tactical assault strategy that was
designed to help in-country air assets reach their targets more quickly
and strike them before they could fall back and scatter. In recent years,
with attention and resources diverted to Iraq, the enemy in Af
ghanistan had begun to resurge and American forces were taking
heavier losses. Now with Iraq more stable the military was taking a
harder look at this other major theater of operations and pouring in
more resources. Terri had developed a new deep-strike strategy a year
earlier and pitched it to her group commander, who liked what he saw
but had to shelve the project at the time due to other more urgent
matters. But then several months later a request came from the
Pentagon for ideas on how to get tougher in Afghanistan, and the
group commander remembered Terri’s proposal, pulling it out and
showing it to a two-star general on staff at the Pentagon. Within two
weeks Terri was off to Afghanistan.

She returned to Nellis just four weeks before the threats and
incidents started. And now here she was. And here I was with her.

“Like I said, Derrick, over time I know I’ve made a lot of enemies.
Mostly foreign, but no doubt I’ve pissed off a few people in this
country as well. You don’t rise through the ranks in any armed service
without rankling somebody now and then. Still, I can’t imagine anyone
who would want to do something like this. Maybe a terrorist or
something. I did two tours in Iraq, just got back from Afghanistan.
Actually I was there for a year at the start back in 2001. Maybe…”

I shook my head.



“I don’t think so,” I said. “Terrorists don’t slash tires and leave
threatening notes. And if they had a shot at you they wouldn’t miss,
they’d have killed you. Especially with multiple shots fired. No, this all
seems more personal to me. Something closer to home, domestic.”

Terri was now sitting on one of the oversized chairs in her living
room, her long legs crossed, hands folded on her knees. Her brow
furrowed as she thought. After a while she shook her head, glancing at
everyone around her living room, and then settling on me where I
stood against the far wall.

“I don’t know, Derrick. I mean… well I hate to admit this, but I
don’t really have much of a personal life. Not since my divorce six
years ago. I haven’t been on an actual date in a year. Work keeps me
pretty busy. Joey says I use that as an excuse and maybe he’s right, but
that’s the way it is. No ex-beaus out there stalking me. Not unless it’s
from way back.”

“When’s the last time you spoke to your ex-husband, Colonel?”
Major Seabode asked from her position on the loveseat to my right. “If
you don’t mind my asking.”

“I last spoke to John about six months ago,” Terri told the other
woman. “He’s in Europe now. Works for a multinational financing
corporation. Believe me, John is not behind this. He’s remarried to a
much younger woman and couldn’t be happier. I’m happy for him
too.”

“That may be the case,” I said. “But it would still be good for us to
check that out. Major?”

The Security Forces chief nodded, making a note on the pad she
had taken out of her pocket.

“You said you don’t date much, Terri,” I said. “But maybe you
turned somebody down.”

She thought a minute.
“Really, Derrick, in my position I don’t really get asked out all that

much. Being in the military establishes a protocol that precludes a lot
of the workplace stuff that goes on in the civilian world. Especially for
a senior officer. Sure, from time to time I notice some of the other
officers staring at me, smiling a little. Mostly the younger ones who are
probably just curious to know what it would be like to bed a superior



officer.”
Special Agent Stovall blushed and turned her head. Special Agent

Chavez remained stoic as he sat next to her on the sofa to my left.
“How about other squadron commanders?” I asked.
“All of the guys are married,” she responded. “And so is the only

other female commander. The last date I had was with a civilian
contractor from Lockheed-Martin, and it was more of a work thing.
We went out a couple of times, nothing serious. Whatever this is,
Derrick, I can’t believe it has anything to do with my pathetic dating
life.”

I nodded.
“Have you spoken to Joseph about this?”
“Absolutely not,” she responded vehemently. “I don’t want to

worry him; he has a lot of work left to do before he graduates. He
needs to focus on that and not on his mother. I’ve talked to him, made
sure that he’s alright, but nothing further. He’s not involved in this and
I’d like to keep it that way.”

I nodded again, thinking that if I were the one responsible for the
threats against her that perhaps I might make a move on her only
child. It was best not to bring this thought up at the moment, however,
and I made a mental note to make a call later.

“So tell me everything again, Terri,” I said to her. “All of it, from
the beginning. The broken mirror to the slashed tires, the notes, the
surveillance, and right up to the shooting. I need to know it all, in your
own words.”

She glanced at her watch.
“Sorry, Derrick, I’m already late for a squadron briefing. In an

hour I’ve got to send two flights upstairs. This will have to wait.”
She rose from the chair and the others stood as well. Military

protocol.
I stared at my friend for a moment and then nodded assent.
“Okay,” I said. “But from now on you are not driving yourself

anywhere. You may be the hottest hotshot pilot in the Air Force, but
you don’t know jack-shit about evasive driving on the ground. Special
Agent Chavez will be your driver from this point forward. Special
Agent Stovall will by your personal shadow, wherever you go she will



go. Understood?”
Terri Whitfield nodded, glancing at both OSI operatives, and then

at me.
“And what about you, Derrick, what are you going to be doing?”
“Oh, I’ll definitely be around, Colonel. Have no doubts about that.

My only function here is to make sure that you stay alive. And the best
way I can see to do that is to find out who is doing this to you; and
why.”

“And when you do?” she asked.
I knew the expression on my face was devoid of anything remotely

human. The facial muscles had gone completely slack. Everyone stood
looking at me and I could see in their eyes that they had just witnessed
a grave transformation, one that was probably a little frightening for
someone who had never seen it before. When I spoke my voice was
without inflection or emotion. I had once been told that this made me
even more frightening.

“When I find them, Colonel, I’ll get them to stop. One way or
another.”

That was all that needed to be said.
So nobody said anything else and we left Terri’s house a few

minutes later.



Chapter 10

“Well, Agent Olin, how does it feel to be back in the game?”
I chuckled and drummed my fingers along the back edge of the

table I was sitting at in the ready room down the hall from Terri
Whitfield’s office at her squadron headquarters.

“You know if I didn’t know better I might suspect that you were
behind this whole thing with Terri just to get me back in OSI.”

Will chuckled down the line.
“Well we had to get you back somehow, pal,” he said. “But no, not

guilty. I like Terri and would never do anything like this to her. Not
even to get you reinstated. I’m just glad you were available, and so
close. I thought you were in Birmingham when I called last night.
Being in California meant I could get you there quicker. And Stovall
and Chavez have made it there as well?”

“Yeah,” I told him. “Arrived with my creds and the SIG you sent
along.”

Will laughed again. “Thought you’d get a kick out of that. Could
have found a P-220 I suppose, knowing how much you like the .45, but
figured you’d bring your own anyway. And as you know, it was a rush
job on the creds, otherwise I’d have tried to find a more accurate
picture of you. That one was taken when you first entered OSI. A lot of
miles ago.”

“Yeah,” I replied sardonically. “Thanks for reminding me. And it’s
fine. Most people only look at the badge anyway. And I won’t be using
it long.”

“We’ll have to see about that,” Will said. “Who knows, you might
start to like it again, want to re-up.”

“Highly unlikely, Colonel,” I told him. “I enjoy civilian life too
much.”

“That’s why we have civilian slots now, Derrick. Not like in the old



days when we first joined and all agents had to be active duty. But
enough of the sales pitch for right now. We’ll talk more later when this
is resolved. For now we need to concentrate on Terri.”

“Agreed,” I said. “I’ve read the file that Major Seabode compiled,
plus the one that you sent along with Stovall and Chavez. Pretty thin.”

“Yeah,” he admitted. “But it’s all we got right now. Problem is we
don’t have a really good investigative team in place to take over the
case. Most of the 206th is in Iraq and Afghanistan right now, along
with a good portion of the rest of OSI’s top investigators. We’re
stretched really thin. It was all I could do to get Stovall and Chavez out
there. They just got back from Europe two weeks ago. They’re both
highly qualified protection agents. Stovall’s only got a couple of years
in. Hell, she’s only twenty-five. But she’s smart, and tough. Chavez has
been in the Air Force twenty-two years. Thirteen with OSI. He’s got
many protection details under his belt, several in very high-profile
hotspots. I think you’ll find them both useful.”

“Yeah,” I said. “And just because I’m curious, Stovall is the officer
and Chavez is enlisted, right?”

“Yeah,” Will replied. “Stovall is a first lieutenant and Chavez is a
senior master sergeant. But you know we don’t use rank in OSI. At
least among the field agents. They actually make a pretty good team.
Chavez has sort of taken her under his wing and she’s been willing to
listen. I’ve only been up here a couple of months but I’ve managed to
get a pretty good handle on most of the personnel. Especially those
assigned to Headquarters elements.”

“I can see that, Colonel. Any chance this might become a
permanent post?”

“That’s a good question,” he said. “My wife is wondering the same
thing. She and the kids like Fort Walton Beach, but she understands
my career. It’s only a temporary assignment right now because the
previous chief of operations retired and took a job with the FBI. There
are a number of other more senior officers who probably want a shot
at the job themselves, but because of overseas commitments at the
moment none of them can be spared to return home. If I do get it it
means I’ll be holding a bird’s slot. Might get a below-the-zone



promotion. That’d be nice, making full colonel.”
“Yeah,” I said. “And then that means you can practically do

whatever you want when it comes to reactivating old operators and
pressing them into service.”

Will chuckled once more.
“Now there’s a thought. Then maybe you could come along as my

special assistant or something.”
“Yeah, right,” I said. “Let’s get back to Terri.”
“Alright,” he said. “You have the files and that’s everything I know.

It isn’t much, we have no clue who is behind all this or what it’s about.
That’s one of the reasons I wanted you involved. You are one of the
best operators I know when it comes to working on limited
information. I know if anybody can get to the bottom of this it’s you.
And in the meantime you’ll make sure Terri is safe.”

“I’ll do my best, Will. One other thing though.”
“Yeah,” he said.
“Terri’s son, Joseph.”
“You think he could be in some danger too?”
“I have no clue,” I told him. “But I know that if I were the one

doing this to her I’d probably consider going after her son as well,
considering how close they are. He’s her only close living relative as far
as I know.”

“I really don’t have the manpower to assign somebody to watch
him,” Will said. “Where is he now anyway?”

“In Birmingham, attending Samford University. He’s a junior and
in ROTC.”

“Maybe I could get some help from the locals, maybe even the
FBI.”

“Actually I might be able to do better than that,” I told him. “Now
that I think about it. Terri hasn’t told the boy anything about what’s
been going on because she doesn’t want to worry him. So maybe
having cops or feds on his tail isn’t such a great idea.”

“Then what else do you have in mind?” he said.
“Somebody with the skills needed to provide covert protective

surveillance and security,” I told him. “Leave it to me. I’ll arrange it.”
“Alright, Derrick. Whatever backup you need that I can provide is



yours. I’ve already cleared this with the Commander of OSI as well as
the base wing commander out there. You have full authority and two
brigadier generals backing you up.”

“Now that is a comforting thought,” I replied dryly. “Then I’m
going to need something very important from you, Will.”

“Name it.”
“I need the complete and unabridged, un-redacted service file on

Lieutenant Colonel Theresa Lynn Whitfield. Everything from the time
she entered the service up until now. All of it.”

There was a brief pause, and then a long sigh.
“Alright, Derrick,” the OSI colonel finally said. “I’ll get it together.

Might take a day, but I’ll get it to you. Email?”
“That’ll be fine. I’ve got my laptop.”
“Good,” he said. “Anything else?”
“Not that I can think of at the moment. After I make one more call

I have to go and see what Blackball is up to.”
“Blackball?” Will replied curiously. “Who the hell is Blackball?”
“You mean you don’t know?” I said.
“No,” he said.
“You must be slipping, Colonel,” I said. “Blackball is the call-sign

for the Commander of the 414th Combat Training Squadron.”
“Ah,” Will said. “Now I see. Yes, I should have known that. I’m

sure there’s a good story behind her choice of that name, but I’ll leave
it till later. I’ll get you the information you wanted, Derrick. And
anything else you need, call me night or day. I’m always reachable to
you.”

“Good to know, Colonel. I’ll talk to you later.”
The connection broke and I scrolled down to another number,

pressing the SEND key. The call was answered on the fourth ring.
“Something told me I’d be hearing from you at some point,” Rod

Riker said. “Dee says you left in kind of a hurry in the middle of the
night. Must have been important. What’s up?”

I told him.
“I see,” he said. “I suppose Sandi and I can take care of that end of

things for you. Does this mean we get to be honorary OSI agents or



something?”
“No it doesn’t,” I told him. “But it does mean you get to spend

some more time with Sandi this month.”
Rod chuckled.
“Now that is something good. We’ll fly out later this afternoon. I’ll

call you when we’re back in Birmingham.”
“Appreciate it, Rod.”
“No problem, Derrick. Just make sure you watch your ass.

Whoever is behind this sounds dangerous and good. Not too many
people can move around freely on a military base these days and take
shots at senior officers without getting caught. Next time they might
decide not to miss. Or they might decide to take out her bodyguards.”

“That pleasant thought had occurred to me, Rod,” I assured him.
“And I’ll watch it. You do the same. I’ll email you a picture of Joseph
Whitfield and his information.”

“Thanks,” Rod said. “I’ll talk to you later.”
I said bye and hung up, glancing at my watch. It was nearly noon

now and Terri had said she would be having lunch with the deputy
base commander in his office at 1230. It was not too far a trip, the
colonel’s office being in the next building over. Still worth doing an
advance though, just to make sure I still knew how. And who knows, I
might just get a chance to flash my fancy new credentials again. Payal
the housekeeper had seemed really impressed.



Chapter 11

Monday night Colonel Whitfield and the rest of the officers in her
squadron attended a promotion party for a newly minted captain.
They rented out a local bar that was a squadron favorite, the Red
Dawg Saloon on North Las Vegas Boulevard in unincorporated Clark
County, guests by invitation only.

It had been many a year since I had attended a wetting down—
military slang for the ceremony of promotion parties. I had not missed
them. Being a non-drinker I had never enjoyed watching a bunch of
my fellow officers getting shitfaced and making fools of themselves,
but it was ritual and tradition, and strangely it did build a since of
camaraderie and brotherhood (sisterhood too).

Terri and the other officers drank, told stories, and played some
pretty silly games—including the infamous carrier landing where they
pour beer on a long table or bar top and then take turns diving across
it on their bellies with their legs raised while their buddies at the end
try to catch them by their ankles the way a cable on a carrier deck
would catch a tail-hook; sort of. More times than not the buddies
missed the catch because they were just as drunk as the idiot sliding
on his belly. I had always pondered this procedure at Air Force
wetting downs because it was actually a Navy game. But when you’re
drunk I guess you do stupid stuff. Even if you’re a highly intelligent Air
Force lieutenant colonel and chief instructor pilot.

As all of this was going on, Agents Stovall and Chavez and I were
on duty, watching the perimeter and on the lookout for hostiles. So far
the only danger Terri faced was of busting her skull open when it was
her turn at the carrier landing. They actually managed to catch her
before she went skidding off the bar. I guess when it’s your C.O. you
make that extra effort.

I was in the bar near the front door watching everything. Agent



Stovall was in back keeping an eye on the only other way in or out of
the building. Outside, Agent Chavez was in the primary car keeping an
eye on the street and reporting in every fifteen minutes. We were all
wearing encrypted wireless communicators and receivers now,
courtesy of the Air Force Electronic Security Command via Will
Jordon. I was impressed with the clarity of the signal, remembering
how lousy reception and transmission had been back in my OSI days,
sometimes having to practically shout in order for the person on the
other end to hear what you were saying. The tech-heads were better
these days I guess, and had access to bigger budgets, thanks to the
omnipresent terrorist threat that many politicians kept touting.

I glanced over and saw Terri laughing with a couple of other
officers, both male. I recognized one of them as the major she had
introduced as her second-in-command, the squadron Deputy
Commander for Operations—DCO. He was a muscular black man in
his mid-thirties with a neatly trimmed mustache and high-and-tight
haircut. The other man was also a major, less physically impressive.
He was the squadron Deputy Commander for Training—DCT. Kind of
a geeky guy with a gap in between his upper-row front teeth. He was
laughing the hardest, kind of like a horse. But I guess everyone else
was too drunk to notice.

Terri slapped him on the back and then told him it was his turn on
the carrier. The DCT laughed some more, took a large swig of beer
from the stein he held, then walked over to the opposite end of the bar.
The other officers wet down the surface once more and then the game
was on.

Off to my left a short bald man with a thick graying goatee stood
with his heavily tattooed arms folded across his chest. His name was
Frank Lushane and he was the owner of the Red Dawg. Early-fifties,
muscular, the look of an ex-military man about him. He was wearing a
loud flowered shirt, blue jeans, and biker boots. I saw him shake his
head as the DCT slid off the end of the bar and into two of his fellow
officers, the trio falling to the floor together and everyone laughing.

Lushane walked over and stood next to me.
“And we count on these folks to defend the country,” he said

ironically.



“Shocking, isn’t it?” I said.
“Totally,” he said. “So how come you aren’t enjoying the fun? You

and the young lady out back? I can tell you got the military bearing.
Maybe her a little more than you, but you got it too.”

“Well somebody has to be the designated driver,” I replied
casually. “How often do you open your bar up to stuff like this?”

“Surprisingly a lot,” Lushane admitted. “Oh, there’s always some
damage, but I know it’ll get paid for. They always put up a big cash
deposit and when it’s time to leave I don’t have no problems gettin’
‘em out of here. Being military people and all makes ‘em real
responsible. Most of the time. Colonel Whitfield and her group’ve been
here several times before. Never too much trouble. I don’t mind really.
Mondays aren’t really all that busy so I can actually make more money
closing the place up and letting them do their thing.”

I nodded, glancing around once more.
“So how long were you in?” he persisted.
“Ten years,” I told him.
“But not anymore?” he said.
“No,” I said.
“Yeah,” he said. “Figured that. You do have the military bearing

and all, but you got a civilian attitude now. Don’t use sir so readily as a
lot of them. The girl back there is still in though. She’s probably an
officer too. Being that young she’d have to be. I don’t mean to pry into
your business, Mister. Just making conversation. Making observations
really. Hell, I was in the Air Force myself. Did nine years before I got
out. I guess that’s one of the reasons why I like letting ‘em come here
for their wettin’ downs. I was enlisted.”

I nodded, glancing around once more. Terri was now standing on
a chair with a large beer stein in her right hand making a toast to the
new captain. All officers raised their glasses and cheered the young
man, and then they drank.

“They’re gonna be a sight in the morning,” the barman said with a
grin.

“They sure are,” I replied.
Agent Chavez reported in again and I acknowledged him.
Frank Lushane glanced at me but didn’t comment, and after



another minute he walked off toward the back. I checked in with Agent
Stovall and she reported everything was status green.

Good. Now all we had to do was make sure that our protectee lived
through the party and get her back to her place where she could sleep
it off for the rest of the night.

That actually sounded like a good idea. Sleep. I hadn’t got much of
it last night and was looking forward to making up for it tonight. That
is assuming there were no incidents during the night.

Fingers crossed.



Chapter 12

The celebration ended, after one more round of beers. Then
everybody started leaving the bar, a few in no condition to drive and
Terri had her DCO make sure somebody more stable was behind the
wheel.

The squadron commander was the last to leave, making sure that
all of her officers had exited the bar and then spending a few minutes
talking with the owner, Frank Lushane. She signed a check for the
liquor bill and then thanked him, saying that she was sure she’d see
him again real soon. Lushane smiled but I could tell he was not exactly
looking forward to the next occasion. This might have brought in more
money on a Monday night but now he had to clean everything up.

I had already sent Agent Stovall outside to have a look around and
she reported that almost all the other officers had gotten into cars and
left the lot. Traffic was light now, only a few cars passing by, no one
loitering in the area.

I acknowledged her signal and told Chavez to bring Terri’s staff
car around front. Stovall had the keys to the car I was using and she
had already done that.

Terri Whitfield was a little tipsy but seemed capable of making it
under her own power. Nonetheless, I stayed close to her just in case,
more so that I could catch her rather than to protect her from a hostile
at the moment.

As we reached the front door she turned to me and laughed.
“Just like old times, huh, Derrick?”
I smiled too. “Just like. And I’m not drinking tonight either.”
She laughed again and pushed against my left arm.
“Still a stick-in-the-mud I see. You gotta learn to relax, Derrick.

Loosen up.”
“I’ll take it under advisement, Colonel,” I said, stepping in front of



her as I pushed the door open. The staff car was right out front and
Agent Stovall was standing at the rear passenger’s door. After a nod
from me she opened the door and stepped aside, scanning the street
around us.

Terri stumbled as we stepped out onto the pavement but she
managed to catch herself, smiling once more, and then ambled toward
the backseat of her car. I shielded her body with mine as she climbed
in and immediately leaned back on the seat. I closed the door and Amy
Stovall climbed in the front seat.

My car’s motor was already running and I got in it fast, taking off
behind the primary car as Chavez sped through a changing light.

It was not a long drive back to Terri’s place on base and I had
already decided to take the most direct route possible, back up North
Las Vegas to Minot then Bergstorm and right to Mather. If someone
did follow us it would be easy to spot them and I didn’t think they’d
want to risk trying to get past the sentries at the gate we had to go
through on Minot Avenue. If they did, then maybe this thing would
end a lot sooner.

Chavez kept to the speed limit and maintained proper security
driving procedures, staying in the right lane and close to the curb. I
kept half a car-length between us and stayed to the left, providing
cover if someone did try for the principal car.

It had been nearly twenty years since I had first gone through
high-threat protection training and I was a little surprised at how
easily all of the tactics and procedures readily came back to me. In the
work that I normally did I didn’t adhere to the rules all that much.
Most of my clients were not high-profile targets who required
executive level security and I could take a different approach; one less
complicated. But on an official detail such as this, and especially
working with two active-duty government-trained agents, the
operator’s field manual would dictate a lot of our procedures. A lot but
not all. I never liked going strictly by the book because others had
access to that book as well and if they knew how you would react in
every situation then the advantage would be theirs. I always believed
that there was nothing wrong with a little improvisation every now
and again. Probably a lot more than the Air Force would like. Which



explained why I was no longer in the service. At least partially.
I saw Chavez’s brake lights come on as he slowed for a light at the

intersection at Nellis Boulevard. I slowed as well, glancing into the
rearview mirror above the dash. There was a dark colored sedan
behind me, two indistinct people inside. It had turned left at the last
intersection and didn’t seem suspicious, at least not yet. But I kept my
eye on it anyway.

The light changed and the primary car pulled off. I started
applying pressure to accelerator and my car started forward. Just then
a black van roared south on Nellis and crashed into the front driver’s
side fender of the primary car, knocking it sideways and dragging it
several feet.

I slammed on the brakes and threw my car in PARK. I undid my
seatbelt and reached for the door handle, and that’s when I saw the
sedan pulling out to my left, the passenger’s window coming down.

Shit!
I dropped down on the seat and scrambled for the passenger’s

door as shots rang out and glass shattered, showering me with flying
slivers. I was out of the car and on the ground now, Glock-30 in my
right hand.

The sedan had stopped parallel with my car and a heavily bearded
dark-skinned man was leaning out the passenger’s window with a
semiautomatic pistol.

I moved around to the trunk of my car and braced my arms on the
surface, aiming quickly and squeezing the trigger.

There was loud and urgent cursing and then the sedan pulled
forward into the intersection, stopping behind the van and the other
staff car. Two men had already climbed out of the van; both armed
with shotguns, and were now approaching the staff car.

I stood up and started firing at them, emptying my .45 in an
attempt to drive them back and maybe give Chavez and Stovall a
chance to recover from their daze—assuming that was all they needed
to recover from—and get their car moving again if it wasn’t too
damaged.

Both of the gunnies backed up to their van and took cover. I
dropped the spent magazine from my Glock and slipped in a fresh one



as the two occupants of the sedan climbed out and began to open up
on my position with a pistol and a shotgun. Four against one, nice
odds.

I heard orders being shouted and knew what they were going to
try to do. I also knew I couldn’t let it happen. I was about to spring
from behind my car and go after them when I heard full automatic fire
coming from close by. I raised my head above the trunk cautiously and
saw Agent Stovall kneeling at the back of the primary car with a
Heckler & Koch UMP submachine gun. She was firing controlled
bursts at the attackers, driving them back behind the van and sedan.

Good girl, I thought. Then I caught myself and amended that.
Good woman. Actually good girl sounded better, but good woman
was more accurate. Probably not the kind of thing I needed to be
thinking about right now, so I shelved it and stood up, adding my fire
to Stovall’s and catching our attackers in a crossfire.

There was the sound of an engine struggling to turn over and I
realized that Chavez must have been trying to start the staff car. It
finally caught and the other car started to roll forward. Stovall stood
up and emptied her SMG in one last one burst before climbing back
into the staff car as it picked up speed and roared down Nellis.

I emptied a second magazine and then got to the backseat of my
car, reaching inside and down on the floor. Under a blanket was a .45
caliber submachine gun of my own, also a Heckler & Koch UMP. I
picked it up and knocked the safety off, switching to two-round burst.

The four attackers were now busy concentrating their fire on the
retreating primary car and had forgotten about me for the moment.
Their mistake.

I moved around to the front of my car and calmly began to fire
controlled bursts at them. My first caught the bearded man in the
chest and spun him back against the sedan. My second and third went
into one of the men from the van and he stumbled back and fell by the
front passenger’s door. The other two men took cover and started
firing at me, but their shots were un-aimed and careless. I was tired of
this encounter and decided to end it as quickly as possible. I ran
toward the front of the van, ducked down and then stepped out on the
other side. The shooter seeking refuge here was down on one knee and



busy trying to stuff shells into his shotgun when he looked up saw me.
He froze for a moment but then dropped the shotgun and reached for
a pistol on his belt. The fool should have pulled it rather than try to
reload the shotgun, but he didn’t and now he’d never learn. I shot him
with two bursts.

The last man standing had drawn his pistol and nearly got me
with a wild barrage, but I ducked back to the front side of the van and
dropped down on my stomach, looking under the vehicle. I saw feet
and shot at them, hearing howling a second later, then the clang of
metal on concrete.

I got back to my feet and dropped the SMG, reaching under my
jacket at the small of my back and pulling out my backup Glock-36. I
carefully eased around the side of the van and back to where the sedan
was parked, finding the last man now lying on his side holding his
ankles and crying painfully.

Suddenly I could feel and hear my heartbeat, and I was breathing
again, a slight tremor moving through my limbs. I leaned against the
back of the van to steady myself while keeping the man on the ground
covered.

I could also hear sirens in the distance. Quite a familiar sound in
my life, along with gunshots.

Through the receiver in my ear I could hear Amy Stovall’s voice
telling me that they had gotten Terri back on base and were being
escorted to her house by an SF patrol they had met up with at the west
gate off of Nellis Boulevard. Her voice sounded a little strained but
that was to be expected. I’m sure there was probably a little strain in
mine as well when I replied.

The main thing was that the principal was safe. Secondly, we had a
prisoner to interrogate. Maybe now we could find out exactly what all
of this was about. That would be good because now it appeared that
whoever was behind this had decided to up the ante. I didn’t believe
tonight’s action was designed to scare Colonel Whitfield. I’m pretty
sure that it had been an attempted hit.

We were on the next level now.
It would be nice if I knew what the game was about and who was

playing on the other team. Not to mention their exact whereabouts at



the moment so I could go kill them.



Chapter 13

Having a federal badge again made dealing with the local cops a
much more pleasant experience than I had become accustomed to.
Maybe Will was right, I should hang onto it for a while.

Probably not.
As soon as the first officers on the scene saw my credentials they

asked if I was injured and I told them I was not. I then instructed them
to take the wounded man into custody and to place an officer with him
at all times once he was transported to the hospital. They checked and
found the other three men to be dead, which I had already surmised.

A lieutenant from the Las Vegas Police Department showed up
about twenty minutes later and took charge of the scene. I took him
aside and explained what had happened—mostly anyway—and then
told him that I had no intention of stepping on LVPD’s toes, adding
that OSI would be more than happy to work closely with them.

The lieutenant said that he already had a good working
relationship with the Special Agent in Charge of AFOSI Detachment
206 at Nellis and would be more than happy to work with her on this. I
told him that at the moment the SAC of the 206th was out of the
country and unavailable and that for now I was the most senior OSI
agent in the jurisdiction. This was probably true, but presently I didn’t
have the time to check. I could see the lieutenant’s reluctance and told
him that if he wanted to he could contact the wing commander at
Nellis or the security chief, Major Seabode. If that did not satisfy him
then his next call could be to the commanding general of the OSI in
Washington.

After a brief pause he nodded and said that he and I could work
together. I told him that I was delighted and then gave him a list of
things that I needed for him to do. The reluctant expression returned
but he nodded without comment.



“I’m going to have someone come out from Nellis to collect the
fingerprints of the dead men before your coroner removes the bodies,
and then I’ll have someone go over to the hospital where the other one
was taken and do the same. Please make sure that he is kept under
guard, Lieutenant. I need to question him as soon as possible.”

The lieutenant nodded.
“Once again, I appreciate your cooperation, Lieutenant,” I said.

“And…”
A call came in over the police radio and all officers on the scene

froze as they listened. An ambulance had been ambushed six blocks
away from here along with its police escort. Several dead on the scene,
the attackers had gotten away.

My insides went cold because I already knew which ambulance
had been hit, and who was dead.

Fuck!
The lieutenant looked over at me with undisguised loathing and

then ripped the mike off his epaulet and stared speaking into it
urgently. I stepped away and started speaking into my communicator.
Chavez answered and told me that they had the principal safely at her
house and that currently half a flight of SFs was guarding the
perimeter. She was fine, Agent Stovall was inside with her. I thanked
him and then turned back toward the LVPD lieutenant as he finished
his call.

“Everyone is dead, Olin,” he spat. “My two officers, the ambulance
attendants, and the guy you put in their custody. All dead! I’m afraid
that now this puts everything squarely in the jurisdiction of the LVPD.
They’ve killed our officers and we will hunt them down and get them.
This is a local matter, Agent Olin. We’ll let you know when we have the
perps in custody.”

There was no use arguing with the man right now. He was grieving
for his officers and I could understand that, however this was more
than a local matter, far from it. There was so much more going on, and
I really didn’t have a clue. At least not yet.

But I would.
I had no doubts about that.
Nor did I have any doubts about the fact that this thing was far



from being over. Someone out there wanted to hurt Terri Whitfield,
probably wanted to kill her. They were organized and well-armed, not
to mention ruthless. They didn’t leave loose ends either. Their attack
on the ambulance had proved that. In addition to the assault team that
had come after us there must have been a backup and cleaning crew
somewhere watching and waiting. When the ambush didn’t go as
planned and one of the primary attackers was taken prisoner, the
backup team went into action.

Efficient.
Professional.
And lethal.
Add in debonair and charismatic and they kind of reminded me of

me.



Chapter 14

I didn’t make up much of my missed sleep Monday night. Two
hours was all I got once I returned to Terri’s house and dealt with
everything that needed dealing with. Major Seabode was there when I
arrived, dressed in ABUs with her sidearm in a tactical holster along
her right thigh. Even in battle dress, the major was still a damn good-
looking woman. No matter how tired I was, I couldn’t help but notice
that.

She told me that she had doubled the guard on the house and
increased patrols throughout the area. She’d also gotten in touch with
the LVPD watch commander and asked for additional patrols along
the exterior perimeter of the base, and that’s when she learned what
had happened to the LVPD officers and the others in the ambulance.

“So this thing has escalated?” the major said as we talked in her
staff car in Terri’s driveway. “They sent a kill team after the colonel.
Whoever they are.”

“Seems that way to me,” I told her. “Four guys with guns attacking
her on the street does seem like they intended to kill her. Alternatively,
maybe it could have been an abduction attempt and the firepower was
for us, the bodyguards. Either way you’re right, this thing has
escalated. And now we’ve got bodies.”

“Including two cops and two paramedics,” the major pointed out.
“I sent a couple people out to get the fingerprints of the dead like you
asked. They’re running them through our database as we speak. In the
morning I’ll contact the local FBI field office and see if they can lend a
hand. I’ve got a good contact there.”

“Appreciate that, Major,” I said.
She turned and looked at me then, her eyes a little weary in the

semidarkness of the front seat of her car.
“Look, we got off on the wrong foot,” she said. “And it’s largely my



fault. I had a hair up my ass because I didn’t like the base commander
going over my head to OSI and then to Washington. I know you’re
here to help and tonight you proved how good you are. So why don’t
we just start fresh from here, okay?”

I nodded.
“Sure.”
“Good,” she said, extending her hand. “And call me Betty.”
I did and we shook hands.
We talked for another twenty minutes and then I went into the

house where I found Chavez and Stovall waiting in the living room
with Terri Whitfield. I dismissed them for the night, telling them to

head over to the VOQ
[3]

 where Major Seabode had arranged quarters
for them.

When they were gone, Terri suddenly looked very frightened and
had to sit down on the sofa and hug herself very closely. I knew she
was embarrassed by her behavior and had only managed to hold
herself together until the others had left.

I went over and sat down next to her, putting a hand on her
shoulder.

“Colonel, you have nothing to be ashamed of,” I told her gently.
“No one could ever question your bravery. You wouldn’t be where you
are if you didn’t have guts. Somebody tried to kill you tonight and that
is a very scary thing. Anybody who goes through that feels exactly what
you’re feeling right now. There’s no shame in it, believe me.”

Terri exhaled loudly and turned her brown eyes toward me.
“You seem fine to me,” she managed.
I smiled.
“You should have seen me earlier,” I told her. “I had the shakes so

bad I almost blew my own toe off.”
Terri smiled then, shaking her head.
“I find that hard to believe.”
“Believe it. Terri, I’ve been shot at a lot in my life, and shot a

couple of times as well. Believe me, it never gets any easier. It never
gets less scary. Every single time it happens it’s horrifying and you just
want to drop into the fetal position and cry.”



“But you don’t,” she said.
I shook my head.
“No. If I do that, I’d get killed. And so would the people I’m

protecting. This is my job, it isn’t yours, so don’t feel too bad about
your reaction. You’ve had antiaircraft batteries fired at you for
chrissake, among other things. And you survived. Just like you
survived tonight.”

She took a deep breath and released it slowly, then looked back
over at me.

“Thank you for being here, Derrick,” she said, then leaned over
and kissed my cheek. “And for saving my life tonight. I’m glad you do
what you do for a living.”

“Me too,” I told her. “And you’re welcome. Also, I can’t sing and
dance.”

She frowned, confused. “What’s that got to do with anything?”
“It’s the reason I do what I do for a living. I can’t sing and dance.”
She started laughing and I smiled, and after a while, she realized

that she wasn’t trembling anymore.
We sat and talked for a while and even went into the kitchen and

made warm milk. Terri told me that she would like to take tomorrow
off but couldn’t. There was a tactical exercise scheduled for ten that
she had to lead herself and it couldn’t be postponed. I said I
understood and then saw her off to bed around a quarter to two.

I decided to stay the night, refusing Terri’s offer of the spare
bedroom and sacking out on the sofa instead. I checked outside with
the SFs and then took off my jacket as I went over to the chair where I
had put my laptop bag when I’d come in earlier. I sat down on the sofa
and took out the laptop, turning it on and inserting my wireless card.

At four o’clock, I powered it down and lay down to sleep, waking
up just two hours later at six.

Another wonderful day in Southern Nevada.



Chapter 15

I talked to Major Seabode once Terri was safely in her office
Tuesday morning. She told me that so far her people had come up with
nothing on the prints of the dead shooters from last night but she
would be getting in touch with the ASAC of the local FBI office at nine
to see if the Bureau could help with identifications. She also told me
that the cops were being less cooperative than normal and mused that
it was because they were taking the murders of their officers very
personally. I told her I understood that, I was taking them personally
too, in addition to the attempted murder of a friend of mine.

At a quarter to ten Agent Stovall, Agent Chavez, and I escorted our
principal to the Flight Operations Center where she had a quick
briefing with the senior air weapons controller, going over the safety

protocols and the hard-deck
[4]

 floor for the upcoming training
mission. Once she was done, she turned to me and grinned.

“Well, Derrick, unless you want to suit up and go for a little ride in
the back of my F-16, this is where we part company for a while.”

I smiled.
“I think you’ll be safe enough up there. At least as safe as you

normally are. Besides, you’ll have the rest of your squadron watching
your back while you’re up in the wild blue. But still be careful.”

She smiled again and said that she would.
We watched as Terri and the other pilots walked out on the tarmac

to where their fighters were parked, all painted with blue and gray
camouflage and the red star designation of the Aggressor Squadron.
There were ten in all and Terri climbed up on one in the middle after
receiving the nod of approval from her crew chief.

I was thinking how odd this was. I was supposed to be providing
protection for her and right now she was about to climb into a
multimillion dollar jet plane and go off into the sky flying at mach two



and engaging in some very dangerous maneuvers that could well get
her killed. Even though it was just training, a number of pilots had
been killed over the years, even pilots with as much knowledge and
experience as Terri Whitfield. But there was nothing I could really do
about the danger she faced in the cockpit. It was her chosen profession
and there was no way she could be talked out of pursuing it with vigor
and passion. My job was to make sure nobody went after her on the
ground as they had last night. I was sure that she could take care of
herself very well up in the air. For the past twenty years she had been
doing a great job of it without my help.

The fighters took off and we three protectors remained in the back
of the FOC watching monitors and screens and staying out of the way
as the controllers did their jobs, communicating with the pilots,
marking down results, making crude comments here and there, all just
routine.

The exercise lasted a little over an hour and I heard Terri’s voice
signal the official conclusion. Then she said that her squadron would
wait for a flight of KC-135 tanker planes at the designated coordinates
and then get ready for the second leg of training. The senior controller
acknowledged Blackball’s signal and told her the tankers were on the
way.

This was all very exciting. I could barely stand it, and that was the
truth. Now I remembered why I had gone into OSI instead of
something more traditional in the Air Force. The primary mission
might have been to fly and fight, but to me most of this stuff was as
boring as a tax policy debate. It would probably be more exciting if I
were actually out there in a jet dog-fighting it out with other planes—if
I didn’t hate to fly as much as I did—but sitting in here and watching
screens and talking to pilots and keeping track of simulated kills would
put me to sleep, or drive me nuts. Probably both.

Yeah, getting shot at occasionally might make you think about
crawling into a corner and crying, but sitting at an FOC control board
all day would probably send you to a padded room with the same
results. At least it would for me.

The second training mission ended just after twelve-thirty and
Blackball signaled the end of morning operations. She and her other



pilots returned to the deck and parked their fighters in pretty much
the same positions as before.

My team and I moved outside and were waiting just beyond the
flight line for our charge. She spent a few minutes talking to her crew
chief and next to her operations and training officers, then she spotted
us and started over, taking out her dark aviator shades and putting
them on.

Terri’s saunter was pure pilot, part confidence, part arrogance, all
warrior.

“That went well,” she said with a grin. “Nothing like flying at mach
2.5 and pulling some serious G’s to get the heart pumping. I’m
starving, how about you guys?”

We said we could eat too, and then followed Terri back into the
FOC where she had a quick debrief with the senior controller. I sent
Agent Stovall ahead to the base mess hall to do an advance. It probably
wasn’t necessary but I figured I might as well follow protocol. We still
didn’t know who the enemy was and they could very easily be Air
Force or other base personnel. If that were the case then it was
prudent to do a little scout work.

When Terri was done in the FOC, she said she had to stop by her
office in squadron headquarters for a minute and then would be ready
to head over to the mess hall. I left Chavez out in the newly issued staff
car while I went in with Terri. The female sergeant at the desk in the
outer office came to attention when her C.O. walked in and remained
standing until the colonel was in her office.

I closed the door behind me and leaned against it while Terri went
over to her desk and sat down, glancing over at the pile of mail on the
left edge. She reached for it but then thought better.

“I’ll check it after lunch,” she said. “Probably stuff I really don’t
want to see anyway.”

I nodded but said nothing and Terri turned to the PC on the right
side of her desk, typing in her password and waiting for the screen to
come up. Her eyes widened and she sat frozen. Registering the sudden
change in her mood, I pushed off the door and walked over behind the
desk, looking down at the computer screen.

Then I understood.



Jesus H. Christ!



Chapter 16

“So you’re saying that no one came into the colonel’s office while
she was out, Sergeant?”

“That’s right, sir. No one went into her office. There were a few
people who stopped by and spoke with me. Sergeant Collins from
Major Brant’s office, Lieutenant Politano from Base Ops, Captain
McMillan from the wing exec’s office. But none of them went into the
colonel’s office, sir. I swear.”

I stood looking at the young female sergeant who served as Terri’s
administrative aide. She was dressed in desert ABUs, her dark hair put
up in a bun, her hazel eyes full of concern, and probably a little of that
concern was for her own career.

“Did you leave the office at all, Sergeant?” I asked.
She nodded.
“Yes, sir, but only twice, and for only a few seconds each time. And

I was just down the hall at the copier. I could see the door to this office
the entire time and no one came in. Honestly.”

She was about to say something else and then paused. I could see
something in her eyes that told me she had just thought of something.

“What is it, Sergeant?” I asked.
She stared back at me and swallowed hard, squaring her

shoulders.
“Well, sir, I did go to the bathroom once.”
Seeing her expression made me smile.
“Well you are human, Sergeant,” I said in a casual tone. “These

things happen.”
She seemed to relax a bit then and nodded.
“Yes, sir.”
“So while you were in the bathroom someone could have come by.

I take it you don’t lock the office when you have to go?”



The sergeant shook her head.
“No, sir. Don’t usually do that until the end of the day. I mean,

well we are on an Air Force base, sir. We don’t have to worry about
crime here like out in the civilian world. A lot of personnel don’t lock
their offices, sir. Any classified information is kept locked in safes and
any personnel not authorized to be in certain areas would be stopped
by the SFs.”

I nodded. That was how it was supposed to work, but there were
exceptions to every rule. I told the sergeant she could return to her
duties and went back into Terri’s office, closing the door behind me.

In addition to the colonel, Major Seabode was also there along
with Agents Chavez and Stovall. Stovall was seated behind the desk
working at the computer, her fingers moving at lightening speed as her
cool green eyes assessed the images on the monitor screen.

Major Seabode stood at her shoulder, a hand on the back of the
chair, leaning forward and watching, her expression grim. Terri sat on
the sofa in the left corner and Agent Chavez stood just a few feet away,
hands clasped in front of him.

“Any progress?” I asked.
The major glanced over at me and shook her head.
“Not so far. Agent Stovall still can’t determine if this was done

remotely or by direct intrusion. You learn anything from the
sergeant?”

“She says nobody came in here while Terri was out, just a few
people stopped by and she talked with them out there. She gave me the
names. You can check them out if you want. Chances are they didn’t
have anything to do with this. She did go to the bathroom once
though. Didn’t lock up while she was gone. Somebody could have
come in then.”

“Don’t blame Sergeant Parker for that, Derrick,” Terri said to me.
“Nobody locks up around base until the end of the day.”

“Yeah,” Betty Seabode said, glancing at Terri. “Not the best thing
for security, but this is usually a pretty secure location. Anyone who
doesn’t belong is spotted pretty quickly. We don’t have surveillance
cameras in place around the squadron offices but that may change
very soon. I’m having some of my people review the feeds from the



cameras closest to this area though. Maybe they will turn something
up.”

“Don’t bother, Major,” Amy Stovall said, glancing over at me.
“This was done remotely. Somebody hacked in and imbedded these
images. Nobody came into the office. Well, not to do this. And Chavez
swept it for bugs and other things already. It’s clean there too.”

“Can you track the hacker?” I asked.
“No,” she announced. “Whoever did this is very good. Beyond me.

There might be some genius out there better at it than I am who can
trace them, but I don’t know them.”

“Maybe the FBI can help,” Major Seabode suggested. “They’ve got
a bunch of cyber geeks on the payroll. I already met with them about
ID-ing the people who attacked you last night, why don’t I see if they
can help with this?”

“Good idea, Major,” I said. “Couldn’t hurt. But make sure they
understand the jurisdiction here.”

“Already taken care of, Derrick. The ASAC here is fairly new and
she’s actually nicer than most FBI agents I know. I’ll give her a call in a
bit.”

Terri glanced at me. I knew what she was thinking.
“Okay, Chavez, Stovall, could you excuse us. I know you missed

lunch. Why don’t you go and get yourselves something and bring
something back for the colonel and me, please. Major, you want
anything?”

She shook her head.
“No thanks,” she said. “I did get lunch.”
Both agents looked at me a little uncertainly and I nodded to

them.
“It’s okay. We’ve got it covered here. There’s an element of SFs

around this building now, plus the major and myself. We can handle
it.”

Chavez and Stovall glanced at each other and nodded, then left.
When they were gone, Terri stood up and took a deep breath,

releasing it slowly. She walked over to her desk and Betty Seabode
stepped back out of the way.

“Can I get this shit off my computer or am I gonna have to get a



new one?”
“I think it would be best not to fool with it right now, Colonel,”

Betty told her. “At least not until the FBI techs get a chance to go over
it. I can requisition a new one for you if you’d like.”

Terri shook her head, glancing down at the screen once more.
“That’s alright, Major,” she said. “I’ll take care of it myself. As a

matter of fact, until the investigation is finished in here I’ll use an
empty office down the hall. I think there’s a computer down there
already. If not I’ll have one sent over. I’ve already got everything
important backed up on an external drive anyway.”

“Very good, ma’am,” the major said.
Terri reached behind the monitor and hit the off button, then

dropped heavily into her chair, turning to face me.
“Derrick, what do you think this is all about?” she said in a tired

voice. “First the broken mirror then the slashed tires then the notes
then the surveillance… Next came the shooting, followed by the attack
last night, and now this shit. What’s it all about?”

I stared back at her for a few moments, and then glanced at Betty
Seabode. I moved over to the sofa and sat down.

“I don’t know right now, Terri,” I told her honestly. “But it is clear
that somebody has it in for you. I don’t know if they want to frighten
you or kill you, maybe both. Either way they don’t have your best
interests in mind. And it would seem that they are organized and have
skills, maybe even access. This means that it’s going to be harder to
provide for your security on this base. They have made it clear that
they can get inside the perimeter and not get caught. Since we don’t
know who they are or how many of them there are, we’re at a serious
disadvantage. I know you don’t want to consider this, but I think we
might have to think about moving you into seclusion until we can get a
handle on what’s going on, find out who is behind this so we can stop
them.”

She was shaking her head vehemently before I finished speaking,
and I already knew what she was going to say.

“Absolutely not, Derrick! I will not go into hiding. That’s not who I
am. It’s not how I live my life. I won’t lie to you, you know I’m scared,
but I won’t let these bastards drive me into hiding. Do what you have



to in order to protect me, please, but I will stay here and I will do my
job. I have to do my job.”

I sighed again and leaned back on the sofa, staring at the major
and then the lieutenant colonel. Both were tough, determined, and
stubborn women and I admired that, but where Terri was concerned it
could lead to her death, and I was not willing to let that happen.

“You know I could go to your group commander, Colonel,” I
replied coolly.

Terri leaned forward on her desk and glared at me.
“You wouldn’t dare? Derrick, you can’t do that. I have to stay here

and do my job. I’m not being egotistical here either. My presence is
needed on base right now. I personally developed this training
program and it’s only the second time that it’s being employed. I have
to be here to make sure everything goes smoothly. There’s a lot at
stake here, Derrick. A lot riding on the success of this program.”

“Like your promotion to full colonel?” I suggested.
She froze, glanced back at Betty Seabode, then at me.
“That is a consideration, Derrick,” she admitted. “I won’t lie. But

that is not the chief reason. These young men and women are being
trained to go into combat. With the way the world is right now there is
a good chance that they may be doing so very soon. It’s my job to make
sure they are ready and can do the job. Please don’t make me leave
before the job is done.”

I stared at her for about a minute before looking away, glancing
out the window behind where Betty Seabode was standing. She was
staring at me, her eyes holding an unspoken question. I looked back at
Terri Whitfield.

“Terri, I understand where you’re coming from. I really do. But
you have to understand that my only concern is you. I only care about
keeping you alive. Nothing else. If making you leave is the best way I
can think of to protect you, then I will do that. I’ve been given full
authority to enforce any security measure I deem necessary. I know
the base wing commander would back me, and you know it to.”

I paused to let my statement sink in. Then I took a breath and held
it, releasing it slowly.

“But right now I’ll hold off on relocation.”



The tension in Terri’s body drained out quickly and she took a
deep breath.

“Thank you, Derrick,” she said in a low tone.
“Don’t thank me, Terri,” I told her. “Because if something else

happens, the chances are good that I will move you. And then there
won’t be any discussion. You understand me?”

She nodded.
“Yes, sir, Agent Olin, sir.”
I smiled.
Betty Seabode shook her head but made no comment. I knew what

she was thinking, and I agreed with her. But right now, she didn’t get a
vote.

“Betty, would you call your FBI contact, please, and see if they can
get techs over here to look at the colonel’s computer.”

She nodded.
“Sure, I can do that. They might have something on the prints by

now too.”
“Good,” I said.
The major looked at Terri.
“With your permission, ma’am.”
Terri nodded.
“Dismissed, Major.”
Betty Seabode marched out of the office and closed the door

behind her.
“Thank you again, Derrick,” Terri said, interlacing her fingers and

resting her hands on her desk. “I know you think I’m nuts, but I really
feel that I need to be here now. I have to be here.”

“I’m sure you do, Terri,” I told her, standing. “But remember what
I said. I could change my mind at any time. And if I do, that’s it.”

She stared up at me for a long moment before nodding.
I walked over to the desk and turned the monitor around where I

could look at the screen. I reached back and turned it on, and after a
few seconds the screen lit up and a montage of images began to scroll
across it.

There was one recurring theme in each of them.
Death.



One death in particular.
That of Lieutenant Colonel Theresa Lynn Whitfield, USAF.
Terri was staring at me and her eyes held none of their usual

confidence and pilot arrogance. She was scared, and that wasn’t such a
bad thing given the circumstances.

I went back to staring at the images on the screen and then there
was a knock at the door. I turned as Terri called for the knocker to
enter. When Agents Stovall and Chavez came in I relaxed and eased
my Glock back into my waistband.

“You were in luck, Colonel,” Chavez said as he moved over to the
desk with a white paper bag. “They did have some roast beef left.”

Good for Terri. Not so good for me. Stovall informed me that they
were all out of the seasoned grilled chicken. I had to settle for roast
beef too.

The consolation was that it was very good roast beef. My how
times have changed since I was in the Air Force.



Chapter 17

The FBI arrived at a quarter after three and Betty Seabode
escorted them to the 414th’s squadron headquarters. By this time,
Terri and her senior staff were in the squadron ready room down the
hall going over the results of this morning’s exercises. I had positioned
Stovall and Chavez outside the ready room and then gone back to
Terri’s office to be on hand when the FBI techs got there.

Sergeant Parker was at her desk in the outer office doing work on
her computer. She was a little nervous at my presence, kept glancing
over at me when she thought I wasn’t looking. I suppose I could have
done something to put her at-ease, but right now pleasantries weren’t
a concern of mine. And maybe having her a bit on edge was a good
thing.

Major Seabode entered the office first followed by two young men
in off-the-rack suits that had federal salary written all over them. They
both wore glasses and carried large briefcases. Betty introduced them
to me and then we showed them into Terri’s office where they went
right to work on the computer.

“Their ASAC came with them,” Betty said as we stood in the
doorway and watched while the techs did their thing. “She’s out in the
hall, got a call before we came in. Might have something to do with the
IDs on the guys from last night.”

I nodded, glancing over as one of the techs sat down in Terri’s
chair while the other began unloading equipment from his briefcase.
They appeared to know what they were doing and didn’t need to talk
much. They had probably done this sort of thing so many times that by
now they could read each other’s thoughts.

I heard a husky female voice behind me and turned as Betty
Seabode did, seeing a well-dressed and very attractive Latino woman
in her early forties standing in the doorway of the outer office. She was



just ending a call on her cell and then put it back on her belt.
The woman looked at me and smiled.
“After I heard about the pile of bodies on the street last night I

should have known it was you,” she said. “How are you, Derrick?”
I smiled.
“Special Agent Mary Anne Tellez,” I said. “It’s been a while.”
“Yeah,” she said, walking over to where I stood. “Since that

business in Miami with your friend the model. I seem to remember a
few bodies being left around on that one too. It’s nice to know you
haven’t missed any steps over the years.”

I smiled again.
“So you’re out here now?” I said. “And promoted to Assistant

Special Agent in Charge. Congratulations.”
“Thanks,” Mary Anne said. “Been here about six months. My

husband got a transfer to the U.S. Attorney’s office out here and as
luck had it, there was an opening in the local field office because the
former ASAC transferred out to LA. So I understand you’ve been
reinstated with the AFOSI. Makes you official this time.”

“Only a temporary assignment,” I assured her. “Till this matter
with Terri Whitfield is resolved. By the way, have your people ID’d the
shooters from last night yet?”

She nodded.
“Just got confirmation before I came in. That’s what the call was

about. The information is being sent to my Blackberry as we speak.”
There was a beep and she took the device from her belt once more,

checking the display and pressing some buttons. After a minute of
reading, she looked up at Betty and me.

“The names are Cleveland Thomas, Barry Bukovich, Jackson
Royal, and William Kolchak. Ages range from thirty-nine to forty-
eight. All have long records for violent crimes. All have done hard
time. Bukovich, Royal, and Kolchak were busted together on an armed
robbery in Phoenix about nine years ago. Cleveland Thomas and
Jackson Royal were busted two years ago on an assault charge in
Reno.”

She paused and continued reading, seeming to have a bit of
difficulty. After a minute, she swore and reached into her purse,



pulling out a pair of black framed glasses and slipping them own.
“I hate getting old,” she muttered and kept reading. “More of the

same. Assaults, robberies, prison time. No known murders, but a few
assaults have come close. A couple of rape charges on Thomas, never
convicted. A kidnapping charge for Bukovich and Kolchak. Again, no
convictions. Seems these boys know a thing or two about witness
intimidation.”

Mary Anne Tellez looked up and took her glasses off.
“I’m having my people search their backgrounds for some kind of

connection to your Colonel Whitfield.”
“We’ll do the same,” I said, glancing at Major Seabode.
She nodded.
“Mary Anne, could you email me those names, please. I’ll get

somebody started on it right away.”
The senior FBI agent nodded and pressed a few more buttons on

her Blackberry.”
“Done,” she said.
“Thanks,” Betty said. “Derrick, if you don’t mind I’m going to leave

now and head back to my office to get the search started.”
“Sure,” I said. “And let me know when you have something.”
“Will do,” she said.
Once the Security Forces major had departed Mary Anne and I

stepped out into the hallway for a bit of privacy.
“No doubt you’ll want me to send the names to you as well,” she

said. “So you can conduct your own search through OSI databases.”
“You know me so well,” I said, leaning back against the wall on the

opposite side of the hall from the office. “Yes, please.” I gave her my
email address and she sent the file.

“So what do you think is going on, Derrick?” Mary Anne asked as
she moved to lean against the wall across from me, putting her glasses
and Blackberry away. “Why is somebody after your colonel?”

“That’s a question a lot of people keep asking, Mary Anne. And my
response is the same at this point: I don’t know. But I will find out.
Hard-cases like the guys you just listed don’t come after somebody for
nothing.”

“Agreed,” she said. “Sounds to me like it was a contract job.



Somebody hired them to hit her. Or maybe to kidnap her.”
“Yeah,” I said. “And when they failed a backup team moved in and

finished the survivor.”
“I did a little digging when Betty called me about all of this,” Mary

Anne said. “Colonel Whitfield has been rather high-profile for a good
bit of her career. There might be a lot of people out there who might
have developed a fixation on her.”

“Yeah,” I said. “But this isn’t some obsessed stalker, Mary Anne.
This is something else. The guys from last night were not a highly
skilled assault team but they weren’t total amateurs either. And the
backup team was better. No, this isn’t about somebody who’s
developed a crush on Terri or something like that. This is personal.
That shit on the computer and the notes she received earlier make that
clear. But whoever is behind this has resources and access to
professionals. I assume you saw the report on the shooting last week?”

Mary Anne nodded.
“Betty showed it to me. Yeah, whoever took those shots had to be

an expert because they fired and missed, but did so with amazing
accuracy.”

“Exactly,” I said. “And they managed to get onto the base without
detection and then escape.”

“Assuming they left,” she pointed out.
“Assuming that,” I admitted. “So you’ve researched her?”
Mary Anne nodded once more.
“Yeah. Standard Bureau practice when someone is under threat,

as you well know. But it was only cursory, and mostly through Google.
There’s quite a bit of stuff on there about her. She’s a star in the Air
Force, a role-model for a lot of young women aspiring to military
careers.”

“Yeah,” I said. “And that alone could make her a target for some
nut-job. But that’s not what this is.”

“Probably not,” Mary Anne agreed. “Anyway, now that I’m more
or less officially involved, I’ll begin a formal search through Bureau
databases for more information on the colonel. I assume you have
done the same through OSI?”

I nodded.



“Her complete file should be with me some time today. Will
Jordon got me involved in this and he’s getting it together now. You
remember Will, right? The guy who introduced us down in Miami? We
served together years ago and now he’s up in D.C. serving as OSI
acting Chief of Operations.”

“Yeah,” she said. “I remember Will. Been a while since we spoke.
Thought he was still up at Eglin though. So he’s been promoted as
well?”

“Kind of,” I confirmed. “It’s a TDY assignment. Could be
permanent if he plays it right. It would mean he’d definitely make full-
bird.”

“Well good for him,” Mary Anne said, taking the chirping
Blackberry back off her hip and looking at the display. “It’s the techs.
They’ve got something to show us.”

We pushed off our walls at the same time and I stood back as
Mary Anne went ahead of me. I was, after all, a gentleman, and a
temporary officer.

And I also wanted to get a chance to check out Mary Anne’s well-
shaped backside. I can see she’s still using the Stairmaster.

Her husband must be so proud.



Chapter 18

Mary Anne Tellez finished her call and turned to face me.
“No luck,” she said. “Another dead end. Whoever did this is very

good at covering their tracks. I don’t think there will be any way that
we can find them through a technical footprint. I was just talking to
the team I had sent to that internet café in Bakersfield. It was a blind.
Another decoy. That makes six so far and the techs think that’s all we’ll
get. They’ll keep on it but it looks like a dark hole right now.”

I nodded and shifted on the front edge of the desk in Terri
Whitfield’s office. It was almost seven p.m. (1900 hours in military-
speak) and starting to get dark outside. Terri was still down the hall
using the spare office that she had taken over for the time being.
Stovall and Chavez were right outside, along with Sergeant Parker.
About a half hour ago she had sent word that she’d be heading home at
1930. I hoped to be going with her and really hoped to be getting some
sleep tonight. At least more than a couple of hours.

Mary Anne Tellez was sitting in one of the two chairs facing the
desk, her jacket removed and the SIG 9mm on her right side riding
forward as she leaned back and rested her left ankle on top of her right
knee.

“So we have a computer genius mixed in with a bunch of nasty
thugs who specialize in hurting people,” the FBI agent mused, staring
up at me. “An interesting combination.”

“Thugs can be computer experts too,” I pointed out.”
“True,” she admitted. “I’ve busted my share of them in the last

eighteen years. But nothing in the records of the men who attacked
you last night would suggest they had those kinds of skills.”

I nodded.
“There’s somebody else behind this,” I said. “Somebody with a

very high level of sophistication. And somebody who really has it in for



Terri.”
“Have you asked her all the requisite questions regarding her

personal life?”
“I have, Agent Tellez. She was as forthcoming as she could be. I

don’t think she is deliberately holding anything back. She’s divorced,
says she’s on fairly good terms with her ex. He’s in Europe and we’ve
already checked to make sure he hasn’t been back recently. I already
asked Will Jordon to have somebody in one of the European OSI
detachments check into him further, just to be safe.”

Mary Anne nodded, leaning back and staring up at the ceiling for a
minute. I sat and stared at her neck, and her chest. She really was a
very attractive woman. Intelligent, funny, and very tough, but not in
an abrasive way. Not hard on the eyes either. I glanced away as she
lowered her head.

“So then maybe there’s a professional connection,” she said. “We
really need to go over her service record in detail, Derrick. Check
everything, and see if there is a connection between those guys from
last night, even a slight one, and Colonel Whitfield.”

I nodded.
“I agree. I’m going to check my email once I get her home and see

if Will has sent her file yet. I’ll take what you sent me and start going
over it as well. Maybe something will jump out.”

“Need an extra pair of eyes?” Mary Anne asked, lowering her leg
and leaning forward. “I would imagine after twenty years the colonel
has a pretty extensive file.”

“No doubt,” I said. “But don’t you have a husband and a couple of
kids to go home to?”

Mary Anne smiled.
“Actually I have three kids now. Had another since we last saw

each other. She was a surprise to me and my husband. I was thirty-
nine and we weren’t trying.”

“Well congratulations,” I said. “And all the more reason to go
home.”

“She’s three and a half now,” Mary Anne said. “And very much her
daddy’s little girl. Besides, tonight is my husband’s night to feed them
and get them to bed. We alternate. It’s easier now that we’re both



supervisors and can pretty much set our own schedules. From time to
time something comes up and we have to make accommodations. So if
you need the help, I can make the time.”

I stared into her dark eyes for a few moments, my mind not
strictly filled with professional thoughts, and then I nodded.

“Why not,” I said.
“Good,” she said. “And if I remember correctly, you like Chinese

food.”
“I do,” I told her.
“Then I’ll order some. Where are you going to be tonight?”
“I was going to stay at Terri’s place,” I told her. “I know it’s

guarded by half the Security Forces on the base, but I feel better being
closer to her. But maybe tonight I’ll have Agent Stovall stay over and
keep an eye on things. Major Seabode has made arrangements for me
at the VOQ. How about we meet there around 2015?”

She checked her watch and then nodded.
“It’s a date. I’m gonna go make some more calls and order the

food. I’ll probably have to meet the delivery guy at the front gate.
There’s a good place not too far from here.”

“Okay,” I said, standing.
Mary Anne went to the sofa, picked up her jacket, and put it on,

and then she waved and left. Suddenly I wasn’t feeling as sleepy as I
had been earlier, however I was thinking about bed.

I walked out of the office and down the corridor to the office
where Terri was working. Agent Stovall informed me that the colonel
had just sent her sergeant out to tell them that she would be ready in
five minutes. I sent Chavez out to the cars and told Stovall to go and
wait by the front door of the building, and then I took up station
outside the office and waited.

Bodyguards do a lot of waiting. It doesn’t get any easier after
twenty years, but you get used to it. And, if you’re smart, you buy
really comfortable shoes too.



Chapter 19

On military bases, visiting officers are billeted in what is known as
the VOQ—Visiting Officers Quarters. It’s like a rooming house or
college dorm, only a lot neater and less noisy; and sadly, there aren’t
any panty raids. When Agent Chavez and I reached the VOQ at a few
minutes past eight the clerk at the desk said that a suite had been
reserved for me on the second floor in back. I looked at him a little
oddly when he said suite but didn’t complain, signed the registration
book, and then took the key.

The word suite might have been a little bit of an exaggeration,
however by military standards it was probably just that. Instead of just
one room with a bunk bed and a few other amenities, I got two rooms.
The front room was a combination kitchen, living room, and office
space equipped with a desk and a PC. The back room contained a
queen-sized bed and a twenty inch color television, and an in-room
toilet and shower. This really did surprise me because every other
VOQ room that I’d been in during my career didn’t have a private
bathroom, you had to use one at the end of the hall and share with
everyone else on the floor. I began to suspect that Betty Seabode had
arranged for me to have a VIP room, one reserved for O-6’s and above.
Maybe she didn’t dislike me as much as I thought. Then again, maybe
there were bedbugs.

I dropped my duffel on the bed and unzipped it, taking out the few
clothes that I had with me. There was a lot of drawer space and most
of it would not be needed. Once I was unpacked, I went back into the
living room, took my laptop bag over to the desk, and set up my
computer next to the PC. I had just typed in my password when there
was a knock at the front door.

When I opened it, I found Mary Anne Tellez standing in the
hallway with a laptop bag of her own across her right shoulder and a



large brown bag in her hands. The aroma emanating from the bag
made my stomach growl.

“Come in, please,” I said. “Before my stomach rips that bag out of
your hands.”

Mary Anne grinned and came inside.
We went over to the dining table and set everything out. I found

plates and utensils in the little kitchenette and brought them over to
the table.

“I didn’t know what you liked specifically,” Mary Anne said as she
opened the cartons of food and began pouring the contents onto
plates. “So I got a bit of everything. The standards anyway. Fried rice,
pork spare ribs, egg rolls, sesame chicken, orange chicken, a few other
things. I hope that’s okay.”

I nodded and grinned.
“My friend, I haven’t found a Chinese dish yet that I haven’t liked.

Everything you just mentioned sounds great to me.”
“Good,” she said. “Then we’ll sit down and eat first, and then we’ll

get started with work. Did you get the file from your friend?”
“Haven’t checked yet,” I told her, picking up an egg roll from the

plate and taking a bite. “The computer just booted up before you
knocked. I’ll check after dinner.”

Mary Anne glanced at me and smiled again.
“Yeah, men are kind of one-track creatures. Once your stomachs

get involved, you can’t concentrate on anything else. Not even a naked
woman in most cases.”

I chuckled. “Obviously you don’t know a lot of the guys I know.”
She chuckled as she finished with the cartons.
“Well there are exceptions,” she told me. “My husband could be

distracted by an NFL game, but not much else. We’ve been married a
while.”

“If you’re saying that he wouldn’t notice you naked, Mary Anne,
then either he’s blind or gay.”

She laughed and looked at me, a few tears actually coming to her
eyes. I laughed too, staring at her, seeing how beautiful she was when
she let her hair down, so to speak.

“He’s neither,” she said. “And I don’t mean to say he doesn’t still



find me attractive. Hell, we just had another kid three and a half years
ago, but sometimes after you’ve been married a while you start taking
things for granted. Especially each other. But you take the good with
the bad, and there’s been a lot more good than bad. Anyway…”

I nodded and we sat down to eat. I hadn’t realized how hungry I
was until that first bite of egg roll, now I was digging into the sesame
chicken. As we ate, we kept the conversation light. She asked me if I
had ever married and I told her no. She asked me why not and I told
her I had never wanted to get married and was happy being single. She
stared at me for a long time as she chewed her food and I would glance
over at her occasionally, staring at her full lips and seeing the impish
grin in her big dark eyes. Yeah, she was happily married, but she was
also longing for something else. The question was, did she do more
than just long for it?

However, unfortunately, this was not the time to find out. We had
work to do, bad guys to find and stop. Later perhaps.

Yeah, perhaps.
Hopefully!



Chapter 20

Will had sent the file, and as expected, it was extensive. Most of it
contained the typical boring military-speak that was common in all
armed forces personnel files. Postings, training stations, promotions,
awards and decorations, medical and mental assessments, and on and
on. The one thing that I found missing were disciplinary reports. Not
surprising considering Terri’s record. No black marks. Kind of ironic
for a woman who had chosen the call-sign Blackball, but that was the
way it was.

Mary Anne Tellez and I sat at the desk in the corner poring over
Terri’s personnel file and the background records of the attackers from
the previous evening, looking for any connections, even remote ones,
and finding none. So then we concentrated on Terri’s file alone and
tried to come up with anything that seemed odd, something that might
explain why someone was coming after her. But again, there was
nothing. Everything in the file added up, no unexplained gaps. Even
the classified stuff was in there, although a couple of portions had been
blacked out. This was operational data related to specific overseas
missions in Afghanistan and the Balkans back during the Kosovo air
campaign. These deletions didn’t really bother me. It was doubtful that
anything critical to our current situation was contained in those
records. More than likely the missions had been authorized by a party
outside the Air Force and they didn’t want their involvement traced.
For my money, it was either CIA or NSA. I could find out if I really
pushed it, I had some contacts with pull, but for now, I decided to
leave it. If nothing else developed, I might revisit later.

Mary Anne sat back in her chair and yawned, covering her mouth.
I glanced over at her and then at my watch.
“Jesus, it’s after eleven-thirty,” I said. “I had no idea it was that

late. You should go, Mary Anne. Get some rest. I don’t think we’ll find



anything in these files tonight. Tomorrow when I have time I’ll get
back into them and see if we missed anything. Which I doubt we did.
But it is possible.”

She sat forward.
“I’m alright, Derrick. Really. I can keep going if you want.”
I shook my head.
“No need,” I told her. “We’re both tired and need rest. You should

go. I’m gonna shut it down for the night and get some rest too. I’ve
been missing sleep lately and need to make it up.”

She stared at me for a few moments and then had to cover her
mouth to yawn once more.

“Alright,” she said reluctantly, looking at her watch. “It is getting
late. I did notice one thing in her file though. A reference to an OSI
investigation about five years ago when she was assigned to some base
in Virginia.”

“Langley,” I said to her. “Headquarters for the Air Combat
Command. She was on TDY there as a major. I saw it. She was
questioned about an NCO who had served under her command in
Korea. He was accused of smuggling contraband I believe. But by that
time Terri and he were no longer in the same command.”

“Yeah,” Mary Anne said. “I know. But it’s really the only thing in
her file that points to something out of the ordinary. Thought it might
be worth a look.”

I considered her point for a minute and then nodded.
“I suppose it couldn’t hurt,” I told her. “You want to run it down?”
“Sure,” she said, glancing down at her laptop for a few seconds.

“I’ve got the name of the sergeant and the OSI case agent. I can look
into it further. And I’ll also see if there’s a Bureau file on him. If it was
a serious enough case maybe we had an involvement.”

“Maybe,” I said. “Keep me posted.”
“I will,” she said, yawning yet again. “Alright now, damnit! Okay,

time to go get some rest.”
She powered down her computer and I shut the lid on mine,

standing and watching as she collected her things and then picked up
her jacket from the back of the chair. I walked around the desk and
took it from her. She smiled and turned around and I helped her slip



the jacket on. For a moment I was very close to her, inhaled the scent
of her perfume and her body. Both were rather nice.

Mary Anne turned and looked up into my eyes. She was very tired,
but beautiful nonetheless.

“I hope you didn’t think I was being too terrible when I was
talking about my marriage earlier, Derrick. Probably should have kept
that stuff to myself.”

“No problem, love,” I said. “Sometimes we all need to talk. And we
need somebody to listen. You didn’t say anything shocking or out of
place. Believe me.”

She stared up into my eyes for a few more moments and smiled as
something occurred to her. Her left hand came up and gently stroked
my chin.

“That’s what’s different about you,” she said. “Last time we saw
each other in Miami you had a goatee. You shaved it off.”

“Yeah,” I told her. “A while back. Decided to see what my face
looked like without it.”

“Well it looked rather handsome with the goatee, but now it looks
good too. I like you clean shaven, face and head.”

She was grinning now, still holding onto my face.
I stared back at her and felt things stirring within me, things quite

familiar.
She was not removing her hand and she was not stepping away.
Oh what the hell, I thought. You only live once. A curious thought

to have when your companion is packing a SIG.
I pulled her hand away from my face and then took both of hers in

mine, holding them down between us. She tilted her face first and
closed her eyes. I tilted mine but kept my eyes open.

I really do like kissing women. The softness of their lips, the
wetness of their tongues, the way they breathe, the little noises they
make, the way their bodies feel when they’re pressed against mine.

Mary Anne Tellez was a very good kisser. Passionate, unashamed,
uninhibited. She knew how to give pleasure and how to receive it, in
no hurry, happy to experience everything in slow detail and let it build.

After the first kiss, we didn’t talk anymore. There was nothing to
say anyway. We both knew what we wanted and what the other



wanted; and there was nothing to stop us.
She pushed away from me and took her jacket back off, and then

her holster and sidearm. I watched her start to undo the buttons on
her blouse and felt myself grow very rigid, well at least a certain part of
me anyhow.

Mary Anne kicked off her shoes and then turned toward the
bedroom door, walking over and glancing back at me with that same
impish grin she had given me earlier. The one that let me know. She
turned back and walked into the bedroom.

I smiled and shook my head.
Derrick Olin, you lucky bastard you.
I followed Mary Anne into the bedroom and closed the door.
So much for a good night’s sleep this night.



Chapter 21

Wednesday morning Terri wanted to go for a run before going in
to work. If we had been in a civilian neighborhood this would have
presented so many problems that I would have flat out refused,
however, being on an Air Force base gave us some leeway. I would still
have liked to say no but I knew Terri would complain. She had to run a
least three times a week in order to make sure she could meet her
monthly run qualifications. All military officers had to run for time
once a month and if they didn’t pass in under the allotted period of
time then they could find their careers sidelined, maybe even finished.
Terri was in good shape but she still had to work at it. Being a former
officer myself, I understood this. So we would go running this
morning.

Mary Anne Tellez left my bed at two a.m. (0200) and this gave me
three hours to sleep until five. I was at Terri’s place dressed in PT gear
at six. Terri and Amy Stovall came outside in similar attire. In addition
to her blue shorts and white T-shirt, Stovall also wore a black fanny-
pack, no doubt containing her SIG. I didn’t have a fanny-pack, but
under my T-shirt I had a Kel-Tec P-32 semiautomatic pistol clipped to
my shorts on the inside.

Agent Chavez had light duty this morning. He would circle the
neighborhood in the car and watch for anything out of the ordinary,
and at the first sign of trouble, we would hustle the principal into the
back of the car and get her the hell out of Dodge.

Terri and I are the same age and we both run a lot so we kept the
same pace for the most part. Stovall was behind us, no doubt running
slower than she normally did, keeping pace and staying close enough
to react should we be attacked again.

Despite the lack of sleep and the thorough working out I had
received last night courtesy of Assistant Special Agent in Charge



Tellez, I felt pretty good for the first mile of our run. But then as the
second mile started I began to experience some discomfort in my left
side. I took some deep breaths and slowed a bit and Terri noticed and
slowed as well.

“You okay, Derrick?” she said as we crossed a quiet street and
turned to the right. “Don’t tell me you haven’t been keeping up with
your running in all this time?”

“Actually I have,” I told her. “Just a little cramp. I’ll be fine.”
She smiled and picked up the pace. I grimaced and reluctantly

matched it.
By mile three I was feeling better, or maybe I was just better able

to ignore the pain. We picked up the pace even more and then I
noticed that we had turned the circuit back toward her house. At this
rate, we’d do about five miles before we were finished. That was good.
I hadn’t been working out much lately—at least not like this—since I
had gone out to California to see Dee. I needed this.

As we turned the corner on Mather Avenue Terri started to pour
on the speed. I grimaced even more and did the same, sucking it up.
That old competition had returned. We were both running flat out now
and the Security Forces posted at her house were watching as we
approached, some of them smiling while others cheered. I hoped that
some of them were doing their actual jobs at least, but at this
particular moment, the only thing I truly seemed to want was to win
this impromptu race.

However, as usual, we ended in a tie, and we were both sweating
and out of breath as we staggered into the front yard. I managed to
indicate that we should move inside the house and Terri nodded,
leading the way. The airman posted at the front door opened it and
said “Good job, Colonel,” and then we went in.

Stovall and Chavez came in a minute later and she was covered in
sweat as well. Chavez looked clean and fresh. I stared at him and
shook my head, still trying to catch my breath.

“Definitely the smarter member of the team,” I said.
Chavez grinned.
“I’ll take a ride in a car over a five mile run any day,” the senior

OSI agent said. “I only run when I have to.”



“Good man,” I said. “And good run, Colonel.”
Terri grinned, her hands on her hips, breathing deeply.
“You too. I see we still have that competition thing going on, hey.

Thought I might actually be able to take you there for a minute.”
“You almost did,” I told her. “And I kind of wish I had let you

because that pain in my side is really talking to me now.”
“Serves you right,” she said, and then looked at the clock on the

wall across from where she stood. “And now I need to go and shower.
Payal will be making breakfast this morning. You’re welcome to join
me.”

“Stovall and I are gonna head back over to the VOQ to shower and
get changed. We’ll be back in a half hour. Chavez will stay put till
then.”

Terri nodded and started stretching her limbs, and then she
turned and walked down the hall to the back of the house.

Stovall and I departed for the VOQ after that, leaving Chavez alone
in the living room watching the morning news on the tele.



Chapter 22

Terri was called to the wing commander’s office shortly after
arriving at her squadron headquarters Wednesday morning. I escorted
her in while the other agents remained outside with the vehicles. The
general had a much larger office setup than the others I had seen on
base thus far, and his administrative assistant was a senior master
sergeant.

I waited outside in the outer office while Terri met with General
Garrison, and as I did several other officers stopped by, none lower in
rank than a captain. Things the general needed to sign, things the
general had asked to see, requests for the general’s approval. The
senior master sergeant took care of everything in a professional and
courteous military manner, making precise notes and telling the
visitors that he would see to it that the general received their requests
as they instructed.

Several of the visitors noticed me standing near the front door of
the office but none spoke to me, and none asked the sergeant about
me. Civilians on a military base were not an uncommon thing, but
what probably caught their attention and took them a little aback was
how I was dressed. This morning I was wearing blue jeans, a green
polo, black hiking boots, and a short sleeve khaki-colored shirt-like
jacket that was known as a Bodyguard Jacket.

Developed by an Israeli company, the Bodyguard Jacket was
lightweight and versatile, even stylish, depending on your tastes. It
was a lot more comfortable than wearing a suit jacket or a blazer and it
had a lot of internal storage space where you could conceal weapons
and extra ammunition, not to mention communications and other
operational gear. The only drawback was that it wasn’t bullet-resistant,
but I had taken care of that by slipping on my Spectra-Shield vest
under my polo. Terri wore a similar one under her flight suit, although



she objected strenuously.
One cute major came in wearing a Class-B uniform (the skirt

version) and carrying a thick brown folder. She glanced at me and
smiled, then went over to the sergeant’s desk and handed him the
folder, and detailed instructions for General Garrison. When she was
done, she turned and came toward me, smiled again, and introduced
herself.

I shook her hand, spoke to her, but did not tell her my name or
who I was. She didn’t seem the least bit put out by this and would have
been content to stand and talk to me all morning, but then the door to
the general’s inner office opened and Terri came out, followed by the
Old Man himself.

The senior master sergeant stood up and came to attention and
the major snapped to attention as well. The general and Terri were still
talking, and when he looked over at the major she nodded, and then
quickly retreated from the office. The general shook his head and
finished his conversation with Terri.

When they were done, he came over to me and extended a thick
hand.

“Mark Garrison,” he said. “You must be Agent Olin. I’ve heard a
lot of good things about you, son.”

And all at once, it was like I was really back in the service. I shook
his hand, called him sir, and thanked him for something or other.
Thirty seconds later Terri and I were dismissed and forgotten and the
general turned to his assistant, ready to receive new business.

Out in the corridor Terri was shaking her head as we walked. I
signaled the agents outside that we were coming.

“So what was that all about?” I said as we turned a corner.
Terri sighed heavily and told me.
“The general wants me to give an interview to some local reporter

tomorrow. Apparently, he’s been pestering the general for months
about a story and now the general has relented; and he wants me to be
the one. I can just bet I know why.”

“Of course,” I told her. “He wants his best and brightest officer to
represent the base.”

Terri stopped walking and looked over at me with mock derision.



At least I think it was mock. Most of it anyway.
“Would it be wrong if I planted my boot in my bodyguard’s ass?”

she deadpanned.
“I don’t know,” I told her in like fashion. “Of course I hear that

some guys pay good money for that kind of experience.”
We both managed to hold our laughter for about ten seconds, and

then it burst out. Up ahead another lieutenant colonel and a full-bird
were headed our way. We stepped back to opposite walls and let them
pass, then continued walking and laughing, getting sillier by the step.



Chapter 23

Terri was back in her own office today, and after we finished at the
wing commander’s office, she had a meeting with her senior staff. I
posted Stovall in the outer office with Sergeant Parker and then sent
Chavez over to Major Seabode’s office with the name of the reporter
who would be interviewing Terri tomorrow. I wanted to know if she
knew him, and if not, to find out whatever she could.

I set up shop in the spare office that Terri had been using
yesterday, booting up my laptop and then accessing the files that I had
been looking at last night with Mary Anne Tellez. And as soon as I
thought about the senior FBI agent and remembered what had
happened after we’d finished with the files, I started to smile, even
becoming a little libidinous. Maybe more than a little.

It was nine-thirty now and I’d wait until ten before calling her at
her office. Chances were she probably had a lot of things to do this
morning as well and I’d give her a bit of time to settle in before
disturbing her. It would also give me a little time to get my erection
under control.

When I checked my email I found a message from Will Jordon. He
had run checks on the four dead men from Monday night’s attack and
had come up with the exact same information as the FBI. He also
posed a question that I had already thought of and was still
considering. “How did they know when and where to attack?”

They could have been following us I suppose. The Red Dawg
Saloon wasn’t that far off base and they could have had the gates
staked out. That was risky though because conducting surveillance on
military bases these days is not as easy as it once was. Everyone is on
the lookout for a terrorist incursion and they tend to notice people
watching bases.

It was also possible that they had been tipped off by somebody on



the base, an informant who knew Terri’s schedule. It made sense that
somebody on the base was involved in this because of the things that
had happened here before I arrived. Accessing Terri’s schedule was
not all that hard because most of what she did was posted on the
Operations Board out in the main corridor in the squadron
headquarters. And the party at the Red Dawg was not a secret;
everybody knew about the promotion of the captain and knew that
Terri would be in attendance as usual. That meant a lot of people could
be suspect. However, I did have to consider one individual more than
others. Staff Sergeant Emilia Parker. She was Terri’s administrative
aide and in that capacity, she knew practically every detail of the
colonel’s life. I knew that Terri trusted her implicitly but that didn’t
mean I could. I was trying to protect her and that meant that I had to
consider everyone a threat until they were proven not.

I sent a reply email to Will asking him to do a thorough
background on Sergeant Parker as well as the other senior officers and
enlisted in the 414th Combat Training Squadron. This might all lead to
nothing but the generation of a bunch of useless information, but I
find that in the main it’s best to have too much data rather than too
little.

When I finished with the email, I opened Terri’s service file once
more and skimmed the first few pages. My cell phone buzzed a few
minutes later and I took it off my belt, glancing at the display as I
flipped it open.

I smiled.
“Well good morning, Special Agent Tellez,” I said.
“And good morning to you, Special Agent Olin,” said Mary Anne

Tellez. “Should I ask how you slept?”
I grinned and got up to close the office door.
“Sleep?” I said. “What’s that? It’s been so long that I can’t

remember.”
Mary Anne chuckled.
“I know what you mean. Didn’t get much last night myself. Thanks

to you. But I’m not complaining. How’s your day so far?”
“Well my principal wanted to go for a run this morning,” I told



her. “Five miles. Damn near killed me, somebody else already having
taxed my stamina last night.”

Mary Anne giggled again.
“From where I was your stamina seemed pretty good to me.

Fantastic in fact. I don’t know where that nonsense comes from about
guys reaching their sexual peak in their teens and early twenties. The
over-forty year old guy I was with last night seemed to knock it out of
the park very well, so to speak.”

I chuckled this time.
“Well thank you very much, Agent Tellez,” I told her. “I didn’t see

you lying down on the job either. Except when you were, and even
then you were an enthusiastic participant. And rather perfect.”

“Well thank you, sir,” she replied.
We paused for a few seconds before Mary Anne continued.
“Well anyway I just wanted to call and check in with you, see if

anything else came up this morning.”
“Actually it did,” I told her. “After we got in this morning Terri was

called into General Garrison’s office at wing HQ. It seems that the
general wants her to give an interview to a television reporter in the
morning. The interview will be conducted here on the base and it’ll
just be the reporter and a camera operator. I have their names and I
was wondering if you could run them for me.”

“Sure thing,” Mary Anne said. “But I know OSI can do a simple BI.
Even Major Seabode in Security can do that.”

“Yes,” I said.
“And you already have her doing that,” she said. “You just want to

double check. Devious bastard aren’t you, Mr. Olin?”
“Just thorough,” I said.
“I know that,” she said. “I remember your thoroughness from last

night. In fact, you were so thorough at one point that I nearly passed
out. Remember?”

Well so much for keeping my erection under control, I thought.
“Yeah, that was kind of fun. A lot of fun actually.”
She told me to give her the names and I did.
“Yeah, I know the reporter,” she said. “I was interviewed by him

myself about three months ago. He’s kind of a prick, loves the sound of



his own voice. Much like a lot of reporters. He does his homework
though and does his best to trip you up. You say he’s been after
Garrison for months to get an interview? Was it always with Colonel
Whitfield?”

“Not sure,” I admitted. “It didn’t come up but I can imagine that
Terri would be high on the list of any reporter covering this base,
considering all of her accomplishments. She was on TDY overseas up
until a few weeks ago though. Why?”

“Well I was just wondering if perhaps this reporter found out that
the colonel was the one involved in the shooting the other night. I
know you didn’t give her name to the police, and when I checked with
LVPD’s head of Homicide, there was no mention of the name in the
official file. They’re not happy about that by the way. There is a vague
mention of a high-ranking female officer from Nellis in the report. It
isn’t clear from the report if she was a witness or the target. But maybe
this reporter was able to dig something out. I know you want to keep
her name out of this and all but if this guy knows something…”

“Then he’ll try to expose it during the interview,” I finished for
her. “Yeah. Well if that is the case then we’ll just have to deal with it.
General Garrison has made it clear that he wants the interview to go
forward. He probably doesn’t think the reporter knows anything about
the attack, and I hope he’s right. That’s not the kind of publicity he’s
looking for right now and neither is the Air Force.”

“I’ll bet,” Mary Anne said. “Look, I’ll pull together a file on him
and email it to you in a little while. I don’t know the camera operator
but I’ll see what I can come up with on her. Maybe later on this
evening I can swing by and we can compare notes.”

I started laughing.
“Sweetheart, don’t take this personally, but I don’t want to see you

today. I have to rest tonight or I’m gonna drop. Please!”
Mary Anne giggled.
“Are you trying to tell me that I’m gonna have to sleep with my

husband tonight?”
“No,” I told her. “Just that you can’t sleep with me. Not that we

actually slept.”
She giggled again, and so did I.



“I really enjoyed last night, Mary Anne,” I told her.
“That I already knew,” she told me. “And I enjoyed it too, Derrick.

Hope we get to do it again some time before this is over. Maybe next
time we’ll have more than a couple of hours and can take the time to
really do it right.”

“I thought we did it pretty well last night,” I said.
“No doubt about that, baby,” she said, her voice becoming huskier,

more sensual. “Well I gotta go. I’ll send you the files as soon as I have
them. Anything else comes up and I’ll let you know. I’m also gonna get
started looking into that old OSI case the colonel was involved in back
in Virginia. I’ll talk to you later, Derrick.”

I said good-bye and hung up, sitting back in the chair and closing
my eyes for a moment. Images of Mary Anne Tellez in various states of
ecstasy flooding through my mind. I could still feel her, still taste her,
and now I was kicking myself for not taking her up on her offer.

But I knew I had done the right thing. Tonight sleep was more
important.

Idiot!



Chapter 24

Betty Seabode called me at 1330 and asked if I had time to come
over to her office. Terri was in a ready room briefing that was
scheduled to last until 1500 so I told the base security chief that I’d be
over in about ten minutes. I left Chavez and Stovall on post and then
went out and got into the blue Air Force staff car that had replaced the
first one I’d been issued.

When I arrived at base security headquarters there were two men
in ABUs just stepping outside, a second lieutenant and a master
sergeant. The lieutenant stepped back and held the door for me,
nodding and calling me sir. I wondered if it was because of my clear
authoritative air or the fact that I looked old. I wasn’t sure if I really
wanted to know the answer.

There was a technical sergeant in ABUs at the desk in Major
Seabode’s outer office and when I identified myself, he told me to wait
just one minute while he called his boss. It took less than a minute and
the sergeant told me I could go in.

Betty Seabode was wearing the Class-B uniform this afternoon,
light blue short sleeve shirt, open at the collar, and dark blue trousers.
Her pistol belt was hanging on the rack in the rear corner of the office
along with her beret.

“Hey, Derrick,” the security chief said as I entered and approached
her desk. “Thanks for coming so quickly. Have a seat, please.”

I sat, shifting a little so that the Glock on my hip wouldn’t dig in
too much.

“So what’s up?” I asked.
“I just got a call from a contact of mine in Las Vegas PD,” she told

me. “It seems that they have a lead in the attack the other night. Well
at least as it pertains to the ambush on the ambulance and their people
after the attack on you and the colonel.”



“Okay,” I said, feeling just a bit eager.
“An informant tipped them off to a couple of guys he was doing

business with. Drug business. He says they were bragging about killing
a couple of cops a few days ago. He also says these guys are real bad
asses that he knows have killed before.”

“He give the cops names?”
“The names that he had,” Betty said. “One was only a nickname.

The cops don’t have a location on them yet but they’re looking really
hard. My friend knew I’d want to know so she passed this on to me.
Along with the names. The nickname is Bullfrog and useless. The
other name is Hal Roderick and I’ve already run it. A couple of similar
names came back, both former Air Force NCOs. One a Harold Alan
Roderick, age 44, supposed to be living in Colorado. I’m checking that
now. The other is a real piece of work. Halvin Eugene Roderick, age
39, supposed to be living in Reno.”

“Well he certainly is closer to the area,” I said. “What’s his
background look like?”

“Dishonorable discharge after serving five years in the stockade
for assaulting a superior officer,” Betty informed me. “I don’t have the
complete file yet but that little tidbit caught my eye. I’ve got a request
in to JAG for an authorization to access his full service record. Might
take a while though.”

“I might be able to get it quicker,” I told her, pulling out my cell
phone. “Let’s see just how much pull the Acting Chief of Operations of
the OSI actually has.”

I spoke to Will Jordon for only five minutes and by the time I was
finished he told me that he would get the file by the close of business
my time. I was impressed.

“He’s going to send a copy to both of us,” I told her as I hung up
and put the phone back on my belt. “We’ll see. Of course, this guy may
have nothing to do with the other night you know.”

Betty nodded.
“I know,” she said. “But it’s a lead, and that’s half of what police

work is, following leads to wherever they go, even if they go nowhere.”
I nodded, leaning back in my chair.
“I know. Which is why I don’t do this work anymore. At least not



usually.”
Betty smiled at me and leaned back in her chair, her full breasts

pressing against the front of her uniform shirt. We looked into each
other’s eyes for a few moments of silence. Neither of us seemed
uncomfortable with it so we continued. This was probably the most
restful period of time I had experienced since I arrived in Nevada.

The phone on the major’s desk rang and shattered the tranquility.
Betty groaned and sat up, reaching for the receiver.
“Major Seabode,” she said. The annoyance quickly drained from

her expression and was replaced by anxiousness. I sat up and watched
her. She nodded several times and then hung up after saying she was
on her way.

We were both on our feet and Betty was moving toward the corner
where her weapon hung on the coat rack.

“Possible breach in the perimeter on the south side of the base,”
she told me as she strapped her pistol belt around her waist. “A patrol
spotted somebody in civilian clothes near the fence line. When they
challenged him, he ran off. They’re in pursuit now with dogs. I’m
locking the base down immediately.”

I glanced over at the large map of the base on the wall across from
her desk.

“South fence line,” I muttered. “How close to the 414th?”
“Not far,” Betty said, turning to me. “But there’s a lot of security in

that area already. Plus your two agents.”
“Yeah,” I said, turning for the door. “But not me. I need to get over

there. Keep me posted, please.”
Before the security chief could respond I was already through the

door and running out of the building toward my car, one thought
burning through my mind: Protect My Principal!



Chapter 25

The base alert klaxon had begun to sound before I even started the
engine of my car. Once I was moving I pressed the transmit button on
my communicator and got in touch with Stovall and Chavez, telling
them what was going on and instructing them to go into the ready
room and remove Colonel Whitfield. If she protested, drag her out and
take her to any office but her own. The tone of Chavez’s voice when he
responded told me that he understood and was fully prepared to bind
and gag a U.S. Air Force lieutenant colonel if he had to.

As I scrambled back to the 414th’s squadron headquarters, I had
to swerve around a lot of other vehicles that were in my way. I was
helped in this endeavor by the blue light flasher and siren that my
vehicle was equipped with. This car was normally assigned to the
Security Forces and equipped with most of the bells and whistles of
military law enforcement. It made traveling around the base during
crisis times a lot easier. I also reached into my ID wallet and unclipped
the badge, affixing it to the left breast pocket of my bodyguard shirt.
Hopefully if I were stopped by Security it would speed my passing
through any checkpoints.

Luck was with me. I made it the short distance back to the 414th

without being stopped, and when I got out I ran inside, calling Chavez
on the communicator.

“We’re in office 201, boss,” came the quick reply. “Second level,
back side.”

“Copy that,” I said as I entered the building after passing several
armed sentries. They all knew who I was but gave me a good looking
over anyway. “I’m on my way up.”

I ran down to the end of the hall and found the stairs, going up
them two at a time. When I reached the second floor and glanced
around, I saw Chavez’s tall frame several doors down. He had a



Heckler & Koch submachine gun slung over his right shoulder and was
glancing around as well, his expression calm but wary.

I approached him and he nodded.
“We’re all secure here, sir,” he reported. “The colonel’s inside with

Agent Stovall. She didn’t give us any trouble once the klaxon sounded.
Any word yet?”

“Negative,” I told him, taking several deep breaths. “All I know is
what I told you before. There’s been some kind of breach along the
southern fence line. SFs saw a guy in civilian clothes; he took off when
they spotted him. They’re in pursuit now. The base is on lockdown
until further notice.”

“This isn’t looking real good for Major Seabode, sir,” Chavez said
casually, his tone low as his eyes continued to scan the empty corridor.
“Base security is looking piss-poor here.”

“I know,” I admitted. “And I’m sure somebody will be looking in to
all of this some time later. But right now, that’s not our concern. You
stay here and keep an eye out. I’ll go in and check on Colonel
Whitfield. You know nobody gets in this room other than us until the
all-clear signal, right?”

Chavez looked at me grimly, nodding.
“Affirmative, sir.”
I nodded.
Good man.
Then I went into the office and locked the door behind me.



Chapter 26

“Shots fired inside the perimeter on the south side of the base, sir.
Major Seabode is on the scene now with a flight of SFs. At least two
unidentified hostiles have now been observed.”

The officer in charge of the SF detachment assigned to the 414th’s
squadron headquarters was a first lieutenant in his mid-twenties. He
also had on ABUs and a blue beret and his pistol was strapped to his
right thigh in a quick-draw tactical holster. He and three other SFs had
come up to the second floor and now they had the entire area sealed
off. Chavez was still in front of the door to the office where we had
Terri Whitfield sequestered, and now an SF senior airman joined him
as the lieutenant and I stood several feet away talking.

“One of our SFs is down but they don’t think it’s a life-threatening
wound, sir. The major has contacted local PD and instructed them to
set up a perimeter around the exterior of the base, no one in or out
until further notice. I’ve got fifteen men here in total, sir. Four are at
the colonel’s house right now. We also sent a team over to General
Garrison’s office as well as to those of the two group commanders; just
to be on the safe side.”

I nodded to the young man, glancing back up the hallway at
Chavez and the other SF. The OSI man now held his SMG at the ready
and the SF held his M-4 in similar fashion. This gave me a little
comfort, but not much. The Glocks and other weapons on my person
gave me a bit more.

“I know Nellis is a critical operations base,” I said to the SF
lieutenant. “Responsible for advanced training of the Air Force’s top
pilots before they deploy overseas. As such, it is a prime terrorist
target. This breach my have nothing to do with Colonel Whitfield.”

The lieutenant nodded.
“True, sir. But then it might. Either way we’re going to be



cautious. For right now… Hold one, sir.”
He raised his hand to his right ear and looked down, listening to

something come over his receiver. After a few moments, he nodded
and glanced up, still listening. He pressed the transmit button on the
transmitter attached to his left breast pocket and acknowledged the
signal before speaking to me.

“Sir, that was the major. They got the hostiles. Both are down. One
dead, the other seriously wounded. She’s called for an ambulance to
get him to the base hospital. She’s going to maintain the alert and the
lockdown for a while longer though.”

I nodded, taking a breath.
“That’s prudent,” I said. “Thanks, Lieutenant. I’m going to go back

inside and tell the colonel. Keep me posted.”
“Yes, sir,” he said.
I turned and went back up the hall, told Chavez the news, and

then passed inside the office.
Terri Whitfield and Amy Stovall were sitting on the sofa in the left

corner and both stood up with anxious expressions on their faces when
I entered, Stovall holding her SIG down by her right side in a casual
fashion, her finger off the trigger.

“Major Seabode reports that they have the hostiles in custody,” I
announced. “One dead, the other on his way to the infirmary. For right
now the lockdown remains in effect, however.”

“Thank god,” Terri said, relief flooding through her. “Do they
know who they were or why they were here yet?”

I shook my head.
“No,” I told her. “If the other guy lives I’m sure Betty will ask. I

don’t know how sure they are that this is actually over. I imagine a
complete search of the base will take a couple of days. There could be
others. You might get out of that interview after all, Terri.”

She smiled grimly.
“Now that is good news. But I know the general would just

reschedule it. I can’t think about that right now. Do you think it would
be possible for me to go back down to my office now, Derrick? I really
do have a lot of work to do. This lockdown has screwed up the training
schedule for the whole day. Right now I’m supposed to have two



missions up in the air and another in about thirty minutes. Now we’ve
got to redo everything and shift some stuff around for tomorrow and
Friday.”

I considered her request for a couple of minutes and then nodded.
At present, this building had heavy security and we could protect her
just as well in her office as we could up here. I told her it was okay and
then went out to tell Chavez and the SFs. I sent Chavez downstairs first
to check the area out and once he reported all-clear, the rest of us went
down.

The search for additional hostiles continued well into the night
but no more were found. The wounded intruder died on his way to the
base hospital, never regaining consciousness. Both men had no ID and
their clothes were without labels of any kind. Their weapons had the
serial numbers burned off with acid and the grips were made of a
material that was known to be resistant to fingerprints. Major Seabode
ordered her forensic techs to take their fingerprints and run them
through every law enforcement database they could get access to. She
was surprised when her men reported the dead hostiles had no
fingerprints, they had been removed somehow, probably with acid.

I suggested taking their photographs and running them through
the FBI’s facial recognition programs. DNA samples should also be
obtained and sent to the FBI to see if they could be identified that way.

Mary Anne Tellez called me a little after nine, having received
Betty Seabode’s request for assistance.

“Is everybody alright over there?” she asked.
“We’re fine,” I told her. “They never got near Terri, if she was their

target. The place is still locked down and the general wants it to stay
that way at least until tomorrow. Terri’s in her house now and the
guard is doubled. Stovall is staying there tonight and so am I. I’m
outside right now in my car but will be going inside in a bit. She won’t
be jogging tomorrow either. Not until this whole thing is resolved. At
least not outdoors. The base gym has an indoor track and she can run
there from now on.”

“I heard one of the SFs went down,” Mary Anne said. “Is he
alright?”

“She actually,” I told her. “And yeah. Just a graze on the noggin.



She’ll be fine. Didn’t even have to stay in the hospital overnight.”
“That’s good,” she said. “And I’ve already got my people on those

photos, Derrick. Plus the DNA stuff. This is really strange I have to tell
you. Bad guys infiltrating the base, getting into a gun battle with
Security, and when they're taken out we find that they’re sterile, no
trace of identification. Sounds professional to me.”

“Me too,” I said. “And that bothers me a lot. This thing has gone
from being amateur hour with broken mirrors and slashed tires to a
full-fledged professional terror campaign. I may have to revisit the
idea of moving Terri sooner rather than later. She’ll fight it, of course,
but I can’t care. Her safety is all I’m concerned about.”

“Agreed,” Mary Anne said. “If you need some help with the
relocation just let me know. I’ll provide agents if you need them.”

“Appreciate that, love,” I told her. “And all of your help so far.”
I heard a snort and then a chuckle.
“Well it’s the least I can do considering just how good you are with

your tongue.”
I chuckled too, remembering. Now was definitely not the time, but

sitting in my car in the dark and listening to Mary Anne’s voice just
brought it all back. Then I remembered something else.

“By the way, did Betty mention to you that she’d been in touch
with the local cops and they had some suspects in the ambush the
other night? The one on the cops and the ambulance?”

“No,” Mary Anne said. “She didn’t. Must have slipped her mind
with everything else that was going on over there. I haven’t talked to
the cops about it today either. What’s up?”

I gave her a quick rundown along with the names I had and she
wrote them down.”

“Yeah, the ‘Bullfrog’ moniker won’t be much help. There are a
bunch of guys with that nickname. I’ll check anyway, something may
pop out. But this Hal Roderick, that sounds more promising. You said
your Colonel Jordon is looking into him?”

“Yeah,” I told her. “At least he’s looking into a Hal Roderick. We
don’t know if this is the same guy that the snitch is talking about.
Could be somebody else. That’s why I mentioned it to you. Maybe the
Bureau will have other names they can add to the mix.”



“Maybe,” Mary Anne said. “I’ll look into it as well. By the way,
have you considered the possibility that the two guys who infiltrated
the base today might not have anything to do with Colonel Whitfield?
Could just be a coincidence.”

“I know,” I told her. “And I have considered the possibility. But I
can’t dismiss it until I know. For right now, I have to consider it
related to the things going on with Terri. Frankly, I hope it doesn’t
have anything to do with her. That would be great, one less headache.
We’ll just have to wait and see though.”

“Understood,” the FBI ASAC said. “Look, I’m gonna let you go,
Derrick. I’m at home now and I need to go up and check on the kids,
make sure they’re tucked in. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“Okay, love,” I said. “Get some rest. And thanks for everything.”
Her voice went lower before she responded. “And thank you for

that tongue of yours. I really did enjoy that. Oh, one more thing. The
files on that reporter and his camera operator. I sent them to you a few
hours ago. Should be on your email.”

“Thanks, baby,” I said. “I’ll give them a look over before I turn in.
Although I’m pretty sure the interview will be postponed in light of
what happened today. Thanks anyway though.”

“You’re welcome, sir,” she said. “Good night.”
“Good night,” I said, and then hung up.
I sat staring at Terri’s house for several minutes, watching the

posted sentries as they went about their duties. Every so often a jeep
would pass by the house. Not always the same one. There were two
assigned to patrol the area around Blackball’s house. If they spotted
anyone suspicious, they would notify me immediately and everyone
would go into tactical mode until the suspect person could either be
identified as a non-threat or neutralized as one. Yeah, sleep wouldn’t
be easy tonight either.

I got out of my car, stretched my back and arms for a few
moments, and then started toward the house, saying good night to the
SFs in the process.



Chapter 27

Thursday morning the base remained in lockdown but there were
two exceptions granted by General Garrison. The first was that
training operations would resume, including air-to-air combat
simulations. They couldn’t afford to get behind any further because
some of the units being trained at the moment were due to deploy
overseas in less than three weeks. Terri and her team had already
reworked their schedule and set the first training exercise for 0800.
This meant an early start for everyone and that was fine by me because
I didn’t get much sleep on her living room sofa Wednesday night.

We arrived at her office in squadron headquarters at 0715 and
found that her senior staff were already present and waiting. Terri
went into the ready room with them and shut the door. I left Stovall
outside the ready room and let Chavez stay outside with the vehicles.
Yesterday I would have said that it was unlikely that someone would
be able to get on base and tamper with the cars while we were inside
the building, but the breach yesterday had changed my opinion. Better
safe than sorry were the words to live by.

The second exception to the lockdown was the interview that had
been arranged for Terri. The general said that it was very important
for the Air Force’s image and he had made a promise to the news
director of the local affiliate. He did not want to break it if he really
didn’t have to. Terri was thrilled, and so was I. Not really. Either of us.

Major Seabode even objected most strenuously but the wing
commander overruled her and ordered that the reporter be given
access to the base at the scheduled time. I was glad now that I had
stayed up to read the file Mary Anne Tellez had sent me on the
reporter, and the one on his camera operator. Not that I considered
them to be a threat to Terri. No more than anyone else at this point.
But at least now I had some background on them.



The interview was scheduled for 1100 hours in Terri’s office.
Major Seabode would greet the reporter at the front gate and
personally escort him in—after having him and his camera operator
read and sign security agreements that would not allow them to ask
questions or report about the current security situation at the base.
This gave Terri the time to complete two training flights. As she had
already informed me before we left her house this morning, nothing
was keeping her out of the cockpit today. If somebody wanted to try to
take her on in the air then she would be more than glad to wax their
asses for them! I knew she meant it and knew she could do it, so I
didn’t even bother arguing. The air was her domain, the ground was
mine. I just hoped that whoever was behind this didn’t have access to
ground-to-air missiles.

Will Jordon called at nine-thirty while I was in the Flight
Operations Center with Agent Stovall watching the monitors as Terri’s
aggressor squadron put their students through their paces. I told the
younger agent that I was going to step into the hall and she nodded.

I stepped outside and closed the heavy steel door, moving several
feet down the quiet corridor before resuming my conversation.

“I’m in the hall outside the FOC now,” I told Will. “Didn’t want to
disturb the controllers. What’s up?”

“Just checking in,” he said. “There’s been a lot of excitement going
on in Vegas since you showed up. I just wanted to make sure you were
alright.”

“I’m fine,” I told him. “So is Terri. She’s up in the air now and
probably a hell of a lot safer than she is when she’s on the ground. So
you got my email about the breach yesterday?”

“Yeah,” Will said. “I got it, and have read the preliminary reports
Major Seabode submitted to Security Forces HQ. My C.O. is
wondering what the hell’s going on down there. So is the commanding
general of Security Forces and other brass hats in the Pentagon. I’m
thinking that a review of Nellis Security and Major Seabode will be
underway before this is all said and done.”

I nodded, knowing what he was saying while trying not to. It was a
good bet that Betty Seabode would never make light colonel. Her
career might already be over. Too bad because she seemed like a good



officer, capable at her job, despite what was going on now. But the Air
Force didn’t like it when people kept breaching their bases and taking
shots at senior officers. Not good for morale or the service’s image.

“Anyway, I got those other files you wanted too,” Will continued.
“Terri’s senior staff. I had a look at them myself and they seem pretty
clean. Nothing really stands out. I’m sending them to you now.”

“Thanks, Will,” I said. “I’ll check them out when I have time. Right
now I’m kind of busy here. I did get the file on Halvin Roderick too.
Just skimmed it though, sent a copy over to the local FBI ASAC who’s
been giving us a hand. We’re not sure it’s the same one that the snitch
here was talking about, but I’ll let the Bureau run it down. Right now I
need to concentrate on keeping Terri safe.”

“I understand, Derrick. And I really wish I could spare more
agents to help you. You know we’re stretched so thin these days
because of all of our other commitments overseas. Which is why I had
to call you in. Stovall and Chavez are really good though. Especially
Chavez.”

“I know,” I told him. “He’s a really cool customer. But I do have to
say that the other night when the shooting started, Stovall showed me
something too. She jumped out with her H-K and pinned the bad guys
down long enough for Chavez to get their car started again and get
them the hell out of there. It also gave me time to get my H-K from the
backseat and take it to them the rest of the way. Very impressive young
lady.”

Will cleared his throat.
“Nice to know,” he said. “I’ll make a note in her file. By the way. I

know you’ve been out of the game for a while, Agent Olin, but you
should know that after an incident you’re supposed to write an after-
action report and an incident report and submit them to your superior
within twenty-four hours. If you had, then I would already know how
bravely the other agents performed the other night.”

I grinned and put my head back against the cool wall on the
exterior of the base FOC.

“You’re really enjoying this, aren’t you, Colonel?” I said to him.
“Immensely,” he replied. “If you had stayed in the Air Force ten

years ago right now you might be in a position to give me orders.



Probably even be a shoe-in for the Chief of Ops job. But now…”
“But now I’m simply doing a favor for a friend. Actually two

friends. If I get a chance, I’ll write up those reports for Monday night’s
incident. And later on, I’ll write up a detailed account of the activities
of your two agents so that it can be placed in their files. I know they’re
still in the service and have to be concerned with things like
promotions and decorations and all that shit. By the time this is over
they’ll probably both be in line for commendations out the ass.”

“Probably,” Will conceded. “Well, Derrick, I gotta go. It’s lunch
time out here and I’ve got to meet with the head of OSI at 1320 to
discuss other stuff we’ve got going on. Let me know if you need
anything else. And stay safe.”

“I will,” I told him. “Bye, Will.”
I put my phone back on my belt and checked my watch, then I

sighed and went back into the FOC to watch the rest of the exercise.



Chapter 28

Thom Grayson was tall and good looking with a full head of dark
hair that looked natural. I put his age around thirty-five but he could
have been older. He took care of himself, his body was lean and his
gait was athletic and easy. And I also noticed the million dollar smile,
probably the result of a lot of expensive dental work. I’ll just bet the
ladies loved him. Terri Whitfield would probably be the exception. She
had told me once that she really didn’t like ‘pretty’ guys. She found
them phony and uninteresting. She liked ‘real’ men, guys who didn’t
try to impress a woman with how they looked or how much money
they made or the kind of car they drove. She had made that mistake
with her ex-husband, taking flash over substance, and she had known
it was wrong from the beginning but didn’t listen to herself. Now she
knew better. Thom Grayson was probably very charming, but his
charms wouldn’t work on Lieutenant Colonel Theresa Whitfield.

Major Seabode was another story, however. I noticed the way she
looked at him after escorting him into Terri’s office and making the
introductions. She seemed star-struck, and I feared if she stayed in
close proximity to him for too long she might actually rip his clothes
off. She saw me staring at her after a minute and the smile faded from
her face, replaced by a flush of embarrassment. I found that kind of
endearing. Chances were good that she did not.

Terri had changed into her Class-A uniform with skirt, jacket, and
tie. She looked every bit the tough and dedicated warrior that the Air
Force was proud to call their own. Above her left breast set three and a
half rows of ribbons denoting her many accomplishments over the
years, and above them on proud display were the silver wings of a
command pilot, one of the crowning achievements for any Air Force
aviator.

Terri came from behind her desk and extended her hand to the



reporter, smile firmly in place. I knew she was faking it—just minutes
prior she had been swearing like a sailor and saying some very un-
officer-like things—but she did it so well. Maybe she had a future as a
politician after her Air Force career concluded.

The camera operator came in and Grayson introduced her to Terri
as well, and then she started setting up her things. I watched as the
operator opened her camera case, playing the interested observer
while at the same time making sure there were no weapons inside. Of
course, I knew that the camera itself could be a weapon, and if that
was the case then there was very little I could do about that until
something happened. By that time, my client would be dead, however.
The only satisfaction I could achieve then would come from killing her
assassin. Cold comfort was better than no comfort I suppose.

But only slightly.
I was not introduced to the reporter or the camera operator and

neither of them seemed to be very interested in me anyway. That was
good. I had come up with a cover story but was just as glad not to have
to use it. While the camerawoman set up her tripod and lights, the
reporter sat down in one of the chairs across from Terri’s desk, asking
the colonel to move back and take her seat. They then did a pre-
interview, touching on the subjects that he wished to broach with her.
They all sounded like what I had expected, no surprises, but that didn’t
mean there wouldn’t be any. Rare was the occasion when a reporter
didn’t try to zing an interviewee at least once during the process. No
matter really, I knew Terri Whitfield could handle herself whatever
came her way.

Betty Seabode and I stood in the opposite corner out of camera
range and watched everything. I was pretty sure that Betty was
watching the reporter most of the time, and not because she thought
he was a threat. Her thoughts were no doubt a lot more intimate and
personal at the moment. Couldn’t fault her for that I guess. The
universe knows I’ve let my mind wander carnally from time to time.

Not now though. At the moment, my mind is totally focused on
the job at hand. I’m spending the majority of my time watching the
camera operator, and not because I like the fit of her jeans—which I
do.



It may be unlikely, but the first moment that I sense her camera is
anything other than a camera and Terri’s life is in danger, I won’t
hesitate to put a .45 caliber jacketed hollow-point into the back of the
operator’s head.

It would be a shame too. Those really are some nice jeans.



Chapter 29

Thom Grayson smiled at Terri and asked his first question.
“So tell me, Colonel, how long have you been in the Air Force?”
Terri was seated behind her clutter-free desk, shoulders squared,

legs crossed, hands folded in her lap. She was the picture of military
professionalism. When she spoke, her voice was clear and distinct,
easy for the television audience to understand. The camera operator
had set up on Grayson’s right side and from this angle, I suspected
that both he and Terri were framed in the shot for the beginning of the
interview. No doubt as time went on the operator would close up on
Terri or Grayson at different points of the interview to get reactions
and perspectives, or whatever she thought she needed. Betty Seabode
and I stood back and continued to watch.

“Nineteen years,” Terri answered the question. “I was
commissioned right after I graduated college.”

“Where’d you go to school?” Grayson asked amiably.
“Samford University in Birmingham, Alabama,” she responded.
“So you’re from Alabama?”
“Yes. I was born in a town called Gadsden, about sixty miles from

Birmingham, but lived a lot of places as I was growing up.”
“What made you want to go into the Air Force, Colonel?”
“That’s easy,” Terri responded, smiling slightly. “My dad was a

career NCO. He retired as a senior master sergeant and from the time
I was a little girl I knew I wanted to follow in his footsteps. Only he
insisted that if I was going to do it I had to go to college and become an
officer.”

“And a pilot as well?” Grayson asked.
“Well that was more my idea,” she told him. “I always liked flying.

My dad used to take me up when I was small. Even though he was an
enlisted man, he got a private pilot’s license and would rent a plane at



a local airfield near some of the bases where we lived. We really had a
blast together. My mother wasn’t too thrilled though, but she accepted
it.”

“So you were flying before you got into the Air Force?”
“That’s right,” she told him. “Got my license when I was nineteen.”
“So that put you one leg up on many of your other fellow future

pilots, huh?”
Terri shook her head.
“Not really. A little over half of the officers who qualify for UPT—

Undergraduate Pilot Training—already have their private pilot’s
licenses before they’re commissioned. All of the ones who go through
the Academy do.”

“You were in ROTC, correct?”
“That’s right. But I didn’t join until my sophomore year. I was

going to go through OTS—Officers Training School—after I graduated
and become what we liked to call a ‘90 Day Wonder’. If you ever saw
the movie An Officer and A Gentleman, you’ll know what I mean. You
go through three months of intensive training and if you pass, you
come out an officer, in the case of the Air Force that’s a second
lieutenant. Then if you qualify, you go on to UPT. Ultimately, I was
glad I chose the ROTC route. It gave me a lot more experience before I
received my commission.”

I glanced over at Terri, seeing a glimmer behind her eyes. Yeah, I
was glad she had chosen ROTC as well.

“Colonel, while I was doing my research I discovered that you
were the first female to be commissioned from ROTC to go directly
into pilot training in the Air Force. Is that correct?”

“It is,” Terri replied. “Actually I initially had a navigator’s slot, but
before I graduated I was able to get an upgrade. Before I got that slot, I
was planning on spending a couple years as a navigator and then
trying to get my pilot wings. But in the end things worked out better
for me.”

“Tell me, Colonel, has being a woman in the military been a
difficult thing for you?”

And here it comes, I thought. Now he wants to get into
controversy. Poke and prod and stir things up, see if he can get Terri to



say something that will make a splash, and possibly get her
reprimanded. That would make a great follow up story I’m sure.

Terri never flinched.
“There have been some difficulties,” she responded. “But I didn’t

join the service to play it safe and have things handed to me. It’s a hard
life sometimes for everyone and there are hard times. But if you
persevere, regardless of your gender, you can succeed. Women in the
Air Force have many opportunities that women in other professions
still don’t have. I’m proud of the Air Force’s record in this regard.
There are still areas where improvements can be made, but I wouldn’t
change my decision to join the Air Force for one second.”

Yeah, I thought, definitely a future politician. Maybe a general.
General first, then politician. Who knows, maybe one day I’d be telling
people how I’d met the first female U.S. president way back when we
were in Air Force ROTC together.

“I understand you have a son, Colonel?” Grayson said.
“Yes,” Terri said with an easy smile. “Joey. My pride and joy. He’s

a junior at Samford University right now. Also in ROTC.”
“Is he going to be a pilot too?”
Terri chuckled.
“That’s the plan right now. He already has his license and I’ve

been up with him several times. He has the gift. We’ll just have to see.”
“And you’re not married?”
“No,” Terri said. “Divorced. Joey is my son from another

relationship though.”
Grayson nodded, glancing down briefly at his notepad before

asking the next question.
“Has being a career military officer made it difficult for you to

have a personal life, Colonel? Hard to maintain a stable marriage and
be a good mother?”

A very loaded question, but not an unexpected one. Terri was
ready for him.

She nodded slowly before responding.
“Again, Mr. Grayson, the life I chose is a difficult one, and sure, it

has led to challenges that affect my personal life. I can’t blame the Air
Force for my marriage failing. That was more to do with me and my



ex-husband. I believe that even had I been a civilian doing some other
kind of work I’d still be divorced now. And as for being a good mother,
that is the most important thing to me. Despite all the decorations and
ribbons you see on this uniform, the most important thing in the world
has always been and will continue to be my child. If I had to choose
between being his mother and doing the job that I do—no matter how
important that job is to me—I’d walk away in a heartbeat; regardless of
how much I love this country and my service too. Joey means the
world to me.”

Grayson stared at her for a long moment and then nodded.
“And tell me about your career, Colonel,” he said. “I know you’re a

fighter pilot and word is that you’re one of the best in the Air Force.
Tell me how you came to be where you are and where you see yourself
in a few years.”

Terri paused for a moment and then began speaking.
As she gave her answer I glanced at the camera operator some

more. I had relaxed a bit after figuring that she probably wasn’t an
assassin with a camera-gun. This meant I could spend a little more
time inspecting her jeans. Betty Seabode appeared to be inspecting
everything about Thom Grayson. Her eyes hadn’t strayed from him for
more than a couple of seconds during the whole interview.

I felt my cell phone vibrate on my hip and reached under my
jacket to retrieve it. I flipped it open and checked the display. Mary
Anne Tellez. Now that was somebody I didn’t need to think about right
now. I hoped what she wanted was not urgent because at the moment
I couldn’t take the call. I wasn’t leaving this room until the interview
was complete. She’d probably leave a message and I’d call her back
later.

I slipped the phone back into the pouch on my belt and continued
listening to Terri answer questions.

The interview ran three minutes longer than allotted and when it
was over Terri stood and came around the desk to shake the reporter’s
hand. They stood talking while the camerawoman broke down her
equipment and returned it to the case, then Betty Seabode stepped
forward and ushered the two of them out.

Once the door was closed, Terri exhaled loudly and started



undoing the buttons on her jacket.
“Christ I hate doing shit like that,” she said, walking to the coat

rack in the corner and hanging up her jacket. “I know the brass thinks
it’s a good thing—and it probably is—I just wish like hell they’d find
somebody else to do it.”

I shook my head and grinned as I walked over to her desk.
“Sorry, Colonel. That’s what you get for being the best and the

brightest.”
Terri turned and smirked my way, walking back behind her desk

and sitting down. My cell phone buzzed once more and I pulled it off
my belt. Mary Anne Tellez again.

I pressed the SEND key and told Terri I was going to step out into
the hall and take the call. She nodded and started typing on her
desktop keyboard.

I stepped into the outer office where Sergeant Parker was working
at her desk and Agent Stovall stood near the front door. I nodded at
the agent and then spoke into my phone.

“Agent Tellez,” I said. “Sorry I couldn’t take your call earlier.
Colonel Whitfield was in her interview and I didn’t want to leave the
room until…”

“Shut up a minute, Derrick!” the fed cut in sharply. “Just listen.”
The urgent tone in her voice told me that I had better do both, and

so I did.
Sixty-three seconds later I swore vehemently and slammed the

phone shut.
“Stovall, tell Chavez to be ready to pull out immediately!” I

ordered the junior agent, turning and rushing back into Terri
Whitfield’s office before she could respond.

Terri glanced up as I entered, and when she saw the cold
expression on my face, hers went slack.

“What is it?” she demanded.
“Let’s move, Colonel!” I ordered. “Now!”
Being a veteran combat pilot and used to making split-second

decisions that could mean life and death for a great many people, Terri
Whitfield was never one to hesitate. She didn’t now. Simply stood from
her desk and came around to me.



I took her by the right arm and led her out, my mind racing.
Those goddamned jeans, I cursed myself. I should have known!



Chapter 30

We were in the car and moving away from the 414th’s
headquarters before Terri asked what was going on. Chavez was
behind the wheel of the primary car and I was in the front passenger’s
seat with Terri in the back. Stovall was driving the follow-up car and
keeping pace behind us, providing cover. I glanced back at Terri and
saw the look of concern on her face, but saw strength there as well. She
had remained calm, keeping her fear in check, and there was no trace
of it in her voice when she spoke. No doubt she had faced a lot of
dangerous situations in her life, probably some a lot more dangerous
than this one. And maybe this wasn’t really a dangerous one at all.
Maybe I was just overreacting. And maybe I wasn’t. In protective
operations, there really was no such thing as overreacting when it
came to the safety of the client. If something seemed wrong then it
was wrong. Period!

“I got a call from Mary Anne Tellez at the FBI,” I told her. “She
just got some additional information about the camerawoman who
was just in your office. Martha Prentiss. Something that was missed
the first time. Apparently by everybody who checked her.”

“What is it?” Terri asked, leaning forward and resting her right
hand on the back of my seat.

“It’s a little complicated to get into right now, Terri,” I told her.
“I’ll just say this. According to the FBI, Martha Prentiss has been dead
for about twenty years. And from what Mary Anne said, they believe
our camera operator has been using a fake identity for quite some
time. They don’t know who she is, and that concerns me. I know I
scared you and I’m sorry…”

Terri shook her head, smiling a little.
“Don’t be, Derrick,” she told me. “You’re just doing your job. I

understand that. Where are we going?”



“Until I know she’s in custody and your office has been swept,
we’re going to stay mobile, move around the base. Major Seabode has
been alerted by now and hopefully she and her SFs will arrest the
woman before she leaves the base. If not, Mary Anne has already
alerted LVPD and they’ll pick her up and hold her until she can be
questioned. Like I said, this might all be unrelated to what’s been
happening with you, but I just didn’t want to take any chances. It’s
always possible that this is more than a coincidence. I’ve also alerted
the team at your house to stay sharp. With luck we’ll hear something
shortly.”

As if on cue, my cell phone buzzed and I turned back in the seat as
Agent Chavez braked and took a left at the approaching intersection.
The caller was Betty Seabode.

“She’s in custody, Derrick,” the SF major informed me. “Thom
Grayson is upset—pissed might be a better word. He’s demanding to
see some proof of the allegations against his camerawoman or he’ll
raise holy hell on the air. I hope Mary Anne has the goods.”

“I’m sure she does, Betty,” I told her, hoping that I wasn’t just
blowing smoke. The last thing the Air Force needed right now was a
scandal involving a TV reporter. “Where are you holding her?”

“In a holding cell at my headquarters,” she said. “Grayson’s there
too. And so far I haven’t let him make any calls. Since the base is
actually under lockdown and he did sign that security wavier he has to
comply. But that won’t last for long.”

“Alright,” I said. “Mary Anne said she was on her way over. Give
her a call and tell her you’ve got Prentiss. What’s the status of the
sweep of Terri’s office?”

“The team I sent arrived a few minutes ago. It’ll take them about
an hour to be absolutely sure it’s clean. Even though you and I were
there the entire time, I’ve got them checking for everything. By the
way, when we patted Martha Prentiss down we did find a five inch
switchblade in her sock. Illegal, but not really incriminating. If nothing
else, we could let the local PD hold her on that. And Mary Anne was
certain they had the right woman?”

“That’s what she said, Betty,” I said patiently. “And I have to take
her at her word. But call her now and see what she says. We’re still on



the move and as soon as you give me the word, we’ll take Terri back to
her office. Assuming it’s clean. If not then it’ll be Plan-B.”

“And what’s Plan-B?” Betty asked.
“Need to know, Major,” I informed her. “Sorry but right now you

don’t have that need.”
There was a brief silence and I suspected that I had put her off,

but it couldn’t be helped at the moment. There were protocols that had
to be followed in protective operations. One of the most sacrosanct
was that you never shared information about a client’s security profile
unless you absolutely had to. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Betty
Seabode, so far, she had given me no reason not to, but I was just
being prudent. Lives were saved that way.

“I understand, Derrick,” she finally said, her tone cool. “I’ll let you
know when they finish at the office.”

She hung up without saying good bye and I closed my phone and
put it back on my belt. Terri Whitfield had sat back in her seat and was
now staring out the window to her left, her expression unreadable.
Even so, I was pretty sure I knew what she was thinking.

I was thinking it too.
And didn’t want to any more than she did.



Chapter 31

With Terri safely ensconced in her office (found to be free of
surveillance or explosive devices) and guarded by Agents Stovall and
Chavez and half a flight of heavily armed SFs, I decided that I could be
spared to go over to Security Forces Headquarters and be present
when the faux Martha Prentiss was questioned.

I arrived at two minutes past two and showed my ID to the SFs at
the door, then was permitted entry. Thom Grayson was pacing in the
front room of the building, two SFs keeping a discreet eye on him. The
reporter looked angry and getting angrier with each passing second. I
could understand his reasons, but didn’t really care. He glanced over
at me as I entered and suddenly frowned.

“You were with Colonel Whitfield during our interview?” he said.
“Why are you here? Who are you?”

I ignored him and walked over to the counter where a tech
sergeant in ABUs stood working at a computer. He glanced over at me.

“How can I help you, sir?”
I pulled out my ID once again and showed it to him.
“I need to see Major Seabode. She’s expecting me.”
“One minute, Agent Olin,” he said, reaching for the phone next to

the computer.
The reporter came up behind me.
“Agent Olin?” he said. “What kind of agent are you?” he

demanded. “What’s going on here? You’ve got my camerawoman
locked up and you won’t let me call anyone. I know things have
changed a lot since the Patriot Act but this is still America. We still
have a constitution and the Bill of Rights. You can’t just hold people
like this!”

I turned to face the man, a weary expression on my face. I really
didn’t like members of the press much these days, ranking them just



slightly above politicians, maybe even with pedophile priests. And this
prick really was annoying me, but I tried to keep it under control.

“I can appreciate your position, Mr. Grayson. I understand how
you feel about all of this. But right now this base is in a lockdown
mode and the normal rules of operation have been suspended. I assure
you that this is only a temporary action and that as soon as certain
matters are resolved you will be able to proceed on your way without
further delay.”

Jesus, it was amazing how easy it was for me to slip back into
official-speak. And I didn’t like it one bit.

The reporter seemed to soften just a little, but he still wanted
answers.

“Well I just don’t understand this,” he protested. “And you said I
could go, but what about Martha? I won’t leave without her. And who
are you?”

I thought a minute, sighed, then pulled my ID out yet again and
presented it to him. He stared at it for about thirty seconds then
looked back at my face.

“Office of Special Investigations? You some kind of cop?”
“Something like that,” I told him, putting my ID away. “Air Force

version of the FBI.”
“FBI?” he frowned. “Then what were you doing in Colonel

Whitfield’s office? Is she under some kind of investigation?”
The investigative reporter in Grayson was coming back to the

surface, but I had no intention of feeding his curiosity. We were both
standing and staring at one another when Mary Anne Tellez walked in
followed by another agent, younger and male. She nodded at me and
identified herself to the NCO at the desk. He told her that Major
Seabode would be out in just a minute to see me, and before either of
us could say anything else, Betty Seabode appeared in the doorway in
the right corner.

Thom Grayson immediately moved toward her but the SFs quickly
moved to block his path. Mary Anne and I walked around the counter
and over to where Betty stood, then the three of us disappeared into
the back office.



Chapter 32

Betty and I quickly read through the information in the file that
Mary Anne had brought with her. It was five pages long and typical of
an official report. When we finished Mary Anne stood on the other
side of Betty’s desk and waited for questions.

“Why didn’t this come up the first time you ran her through?” I
asked.

“Because the BI wasn’t thorough,” she replied without
prevarication. “My fault. I handed it off to somebody with a lot of other
things on her plate. To her credit she did do a follow up when she got
more time, and that’s how we got this.”

“Don’t fault yourself too much, Mary Anne,” Betty said, shaking
her head. “I missed it too. My track record is looking great these days.”

“This probably has nothing to do with Terri,” I pointed out. “Just a
coincidence. The office was clean and the only thing she had on her
was a switchblade. Maybe just a case of identity theft.”

“True,” Mary Anne pointed out. “But if you looked at the wrap
sheet we have under her real name you’d have to say that she is a
career criminal.”

I nodded agreement.
“Of course. This Joan Abernathy is not someone I’d invite into my

home, that’s for certain, but I don’t think she is any more a threat to
Terri than most folks on the base.”

“We should still question her though,” Betty said.
“We should,” Mary Anne said.
I agreed and that is precisely what we did. The whole process did

not take very long, and shortly after the questioning began Joan
Abernathy, AKA Martha Prentiss, revealed all. The story was
unremarkable and not really worth repeating, but we called in Thom
Grayson and let him listen to it the second time through. Needless to



say, the reporter was shocked, and I could see him quickly calculating
how these revelations would affect him. After that, he was no longer
concerned with whether or not his camera operator would be set free.
His concerns were a lot more self-involved.

Betty gave him clearance to leave the base under escort and he did
so without a backwards glance, leaving Joan Abernathy to fend for
herself. Identity theft being a federal crime, Betty turned the now ex-
camerawoman over to Mary Anne Tellez and the other FBI agent and
they placed her under arrest, taking her outside and putting her in the
back of a dark green government sedan. Before parting company,
Betty, Mary Anne, and I went into the small conference room down
the hall from the security chief’s office and had a quick conversation.

“So we’re sure that this has nothing to do with the threat to
Colonel Whitfield?” Betty said as she sat at the head of the table, hands
folded in front of her, her ample chest pressing against the end of the
table.

“As sure as we can be of anything right now, Betty,” I said, trying
to avoid staring in her direction, finding myself doing it anyway. “We
still don’t know what this is all about and who is behind it. For right
now, Prentiss/Abernathy will be in federal custody and Mary Anne will
have more time to thoroughly investigate and interrogate her. If there
is a connection that we aren’t seeing right now I’m sure the Bureau will
tumble onto it.”

Mary Anne nodded from her seat next to me on the right side of
the table.

“Don’t worry. From now on I’m handling all aspects of this case
personally. I’ll directly oversee everything and report any
developments to the both of you.”

Betty nodded.
“Thanks, Mary Anne,” she said, and then glanced at me. “How’s

the colonel doing?”
“Good,” I said. “This shook her up a bit, as you would expect, but

Terri Whitfield is not easy to frighten. She’ll be okay. But we do need
to get a handle on this thing, and quickly. Otherwise we’re going to be
jumping at shadows every time something comes up; like today.”

Mary Anne cleared her throat.



“On that front,” she said. “Our forensics people have been working
on ID-ing your shooters from yesterday. Still nothing so far. And if
they have never been arrested or otherwise data-listed, then we may
never get anywhere with that. I had a look at the photos you sent over,
Betty. They appear to be American, but that doesn’t really mean
anything. They could be Canadian too. Or even West European.”

“Our M.E. had a look at their dental work,” Betty said. “Definitely
American. At least the dental work. That doesn’t really mean anything
either. But it’s a place to start. You know the breach really doesn’t
make sense though. Broad daylight like that. They had to know they
would be spotted, and with the base already on higher alert because of
the other attacks, they had to be nuts to believe they’d be successful.”

“Depends on what you mean by successful,” I suggested.
Both women turned to stare at me.
“What do you mean?” Mary Anne said.
“I mean suppose they did the job that they were supposed to.”
“You mean get killed?” Betty said incredulously. “I find it hard to

believe that anyone would be stupid enough to take on a job like that.”
“Remember suicide bombers?” Mary Anne pointed out. “They take

assignments knowing they’re going to die. Just like the kamikazes
during World War II. Some people can be convinced to sacrifice
themselves for a larger purpose.”

Betty nodded.
“I guess. But these guys didn’t look Middle Eastern?”
“They don’t have to be Middle Eastern to be fanatics,” the FBI

agent pointed out. “Nor do you have to be a member of Al-Qaeda or
Hezbollah.”

Again the Air Force Security Forces major nodded assent.
“I suppose. But what do you mean they did the job they were

supposed to, Derrick? That doesn’t make sense to me.”
“Not necessarily to me either, Major,” I replied, thinking. “I’m just

making observations out loud, not really sure what I’m getting at. But
suppose those guys were simply decoys. Like you said, a breach like
that in broad daylight really didn’t make sense. They had to know
they’d be spotted and the base would be locked down. And taking
shots at the SFs like that was asking to get killed.”



“So you’re suggesting that while the base was being locked down
and the SFs were in pursuit of the hostiles, something else was going
on?” Mary Anne Tellez asked, her brow raised. “Such as what?”

“I have no idea,” I said. “Like I told you, I’m just thinking out loud
and don’t really know anything. But it is very curious the way this
thing went down. It just makes me wonder.”

Betty Seabode looked at me for a few moments, her eyes grave.
“I don’t have to tell you how much you’re scaring the shit out of

me right now, Derrick. What you’re suggesting is that something
happened yesterday that we don’t know about yet. Which means we
can’t come out of lockdown now. It also means that the general never
should have allowed that reporter or his camera operator in here this
morning. We should still be searching this base from top to bottom.”

“Maybe,” I said. “It couldn’t hurt. I’m going back to be with Terri.
Keep me posted if you find anything. I may consider moving my client
very soon. Depending on what you find. By the way, anything more on
those guys the local cops were looking for, this Hal Roderick and
Bullfrog?”

Betty Seabode quickly glanced over at Mary Anne Tellez, and then
at me, seemingly a little nervous. She shook her head.

“No, nothing yet. I’ll check in with my contact in a bit and see
what, if any, developments have come about.”

I stared at her for a moment and then nodded.
Mary Anne said she had to be going, still having to take Joan

Abernathy over to federal lockup and start processing her. The three of
us stood and shook hands and then Betty escorted Mary Anne and me
out to the front of the building.

I watched Mary Anne get into the front passenger’s seat of the
dark green government sedan and then I walked over, got into my
dark blue Air Force staff car, and backed out of the lot.

As I headed back to Terri’s squadron office, I began thinking about
everything that had happened recently and suddenly realized that I
was probably more lost than I had ever been on any other job in my
life. I had no clue what was going on or why. The one thing I did know
was that there was danger facing the woman I had agreed to protect.
And I suppose, on some level anyway, that was all I needed to know.



The threat existed, and when the time came, I would neutralize that
threat by whatever means necessary.

That was the job.
And I was very good at it.



Chapter 33

Terri was at home helping her housekeeper Payal make dinner at
eight o’clock. The house was still guarded by a full contingent of SFs
and I decided to let Chavez and Stovall have the evening off, but they
had to stay close and on-call. I would remain at Terri’s house for the
night, and at the moment, I was sitting outside in my car talking on
the phone.

“Well you seem to be having a lot more fun out there than we are
back here,” Rod Riker said through the phone. “Nobody has come
anywhere near young cadet Whitfield, with the exception of a couple of
very beautiful young coeds who seem to find him very charming. This
kid gets a lot of action. I’m kind of jealous.”

I chuckled, watching as a car passed by, two adults and two
children inside.

“I think Sandi would be interested in hearing that,” I said.
“No she would not,” Rod said. “And you won’t be telling her. So

what’s your thinking on all this?”
“I don’t have a clue,” I admitted. “I suppose that’s one of the

reasons I’m calling you. See if maybe you have any ideas that I’ve
missed. After all, threat analysis is one of your strong suits. And you
did spend fifteen years in the FBI. No doubt you picked up a thing or
two during your tenure.”

“Well thanks very much for the vote of confidence,” Rod retorted
dryly. “I suppose they couldn’t afford to teach you that sort of thing in
OSI, wasn’t in the budget so they had to settle for knot-tying and
needlepoint, huh?”

“Very funny, smart ass,” I replied. “And actually when I was in OSI
back in the day we spent more time learning how to shoot and fight
and that way we didn’t have so many mishaps with weapons as you
FBI guys did.”



Rod chuckled.
“Anyway,” he said. “Moving right along. From what you’ve told

me, I have to admit that I’m pretty confused myself. It would make
more sense, if the goal were to kill your Colonel Whitfield, to have
gotten it out of the way by now. The sniping before you arrived for
instance. But they did not do this. Instead, they chose to miss and to
keep coming after her. The ambush on Monday seemed more direct,
and when it failed, somebody made sure the perpetrators were not
taken alive and questioned. I don’t have to tell you what this sounds
like.”

“No,” I said. “You don’t.”
“Alright then,” Rod continued. “So we have to ask ourselves who

would want Whitfield dead and why. Learning the who might tell us
the why, or vice versa. She is certain that she does not know, maybe
even a small hint or suspicion? A past event, an old enemy, an old
lover?”

“I’ve already asked these questions, Rod,” I told him. “Quite a few
times. Terri says no. I don’t think she’s lying, but it’s hard to tell with
some people. Strike that. I think Terri is being straight with me.
Anyway, Will Jordon has sent me her personnel file, along with several
others, and when I hang up with you I’m gonna go start reading
through them all. So far, the only one I’ve read completely is Terri’s,
and I skimmed the others. Maybe when I read them more thoroughly
something will jump out at me. Assuming I can keep my eyes open
long enough. You know this thing with Terri feels kind of personal, but
there’s definitely a professional twinge to it as well.”

“I know,” Rod agreed. “And there is always another possibility.
You did suggest that perhaps the two gentlemen killed during the
breach yesterday were on a decoy mission. What if this entire thing
were one gigantic decoy mission?”

I paused to consider that statement.
“You mean what exactly?” I asked.
“I mean that perhaps everything that has happened to Terri

Whitfield since it all began is all a part of some elaborate scheme
aimed at achieving another goal entirely.”

“You’re suggesting that Terri isn’t really the target, simply a



distraction? That somebody is simply using her to divert attention
from something else more critical?”

“Look at what’s going out there,” Rod said. “Right now the whole
base security force is tied up protecting Whitfield. The OSI
detachment is depleted because of overseas commitments, and those
of you that are there are looking after one specific client. Means
everything else is kind of open.”

“Not so open,” I assured him. “The SFs haven’t just left the gates
unattended you know.”

“No, I’m sure they haven’t,” Rod said. “But I’ll bet they’re
spending most of their time trying to protect your colonel than
anything else. And everything that happens leads them further toward
the belief that she is the target; and therefore requires full-service
protection. Nellis is a very important base if I remember correctly. And
not just because of the fighter school. I know this may seem farfetched,
but suppose all of this has been a ruse and Terri Whitfield was simply
the unlucky selection for the decoy.”

Again, I paused, this time longer, considering deeper.
“And this is why I prefer gun and muscle work as opposed to

investigations,” I finally said, a slight hint of exasperation in my voice.
“I like clean operations. Threat appears, neutralize threat. All of this
plotting and counterplotting and chasing shadows into the darkness...
I’ll probably go through a couple bottles of Tylenol before this is all
over.”

Rod chuckled.
“Hardly. I know you, Derrick. You might hate the investigative

side but you do have a gift for it. Still, in your case it really doesn’t
matter. Whether decoy or real, you still have a job to do. She is your
client. You will protect her. You might want to consider removing her
from the base now. See what happens. If she is the target then things
around the base should calm down.”

“And if she isn’t…” I said.
“Then you’ll have your answer.”
I nodded to myself, watching the SFs out in front of the house.
“I’ll give it some thought,” I told him. “Thanks for your help, and

for keeping an eye on Joey Whitfield.”



“Not a problem,” Rod said. “I rather like spending the extra time
with Sandi. Been getting to workout regularly in the gym… and
elsewhere.”

We both laughed, and after a couple more minutes, said good
night and hung up.

I sat in the car for a little while longer and then climbed out and
headed inside. Dinner was ready, and after a quick trip to the
bathroom, I joined Terri in the dining room. Payal served but did not
sit down to join us, preferring to eat alone in the kitchen.

Terri and I made small talk for most of the meal, occasionally
lapsing into silence. Afterwards she told me she had to do some
reading in her study before going to bed. We said good night and I
went into the living room and took out my laptop, powering it up and
settling down for another exciting night of poring over personnel files.

My life is such fun some days.
Maybe I should have been a rock star.
Strike that.
A country star.
Only problem is, I can’t sing and dance!



Chapter 34

Staff Sergeant Emilia Parker had a very impressive military
record. Nine years in service and not a black mark anywhere. She had
even served an early tour of duty in the Security Forces, and earned a
commendation for bravery to boot. Over the next years and tours, she
had received several more decorations. There was little doubt that she
would make her next promotion, and it looked quite probable that she
might even be accepted into Officers Training School one day and
become a commissioned officer. It had been noted early on that she
had such a desire. If Sergeant Parker kept her nose clean and
continued to perform as she had been, this was a good possibility for
the young NCO. I saw nothing in her file that suggested anything out
of the ordinary and concluded that she was probably not a threat to
her boss. Nonetheless, I would still have the FBI do an extensive check
through their databases just to be sure. Nothing could really be taken
for granted anymore.

As I continued my reading, I came to have pretty much the same
opinion of everyone else associated with the 414th Combat Training
Squadron. The DCO, the DCT, the Squadron First Sergeant, all the
flight commanders and their sergeants, everyone throughout the
whole command, they all had virtually spotless records. I wasn’t really
surprised because to become a part of an outfit like the 414th you had
to have your shit together in the first place. It was not some place
where substandard material was tolerated. If you weren’t on your
game then you would never be selected. So when I went through the
files there was nothing in them that I would not have expected to find.
There was one mention of a Security Forces investigation into a
domestic dispute between one of the junior flight commanders and her
husband about six months ago, but the matter was eventually dropped
without any adverse effect on the lieutenant’s career. Other than the



notation in the file, of course.
It was eleven p.m. and I was tired and knew I should get some

rest, but there were more files to go through and more things to
consider. Rod Riker had put some ideas in my head tonight that I
wished he hadn’t, but I couldn’t dismiss them out of hand because he
could have been right. Of course, he was also right that in the end it
might not matter. My job was to protect Terri, no matter what. If she
wasn’t the real target that didn’t really matter. There was still a danger
to her, even if it was only diversionary, and I had to protect her. Let
somebody else worry about the real target, if such a thing actually
existed. Major Seabode was head of base security—at least for the
moment—and it was her problem if somebody was targeting some
installation or other classified project here at Nellis. My only concern
was Terri Whitfield, AKA Blackball.

I was yawning when my cell phone buzzed. I reached down and
pulled it from my belt, checking the display.

Speaking of the devil, I thought, pressing the SEND button.
“Why, Major Seabode,” I said into the phone. “What a pleasant

surprise.”
“You’re such a good liar, Derrick,” the security officer remarked

with a hint of mirth in her voice. “I was debating on whether or not to
call you so late. But then I figured you’d be up anyway.”

“And you were right,” I said. “What can I do for you this evening?”
“I couldn’t sleep and so I’ve been up thinking. Didn’t know who

else to call so I called you. Most of what I’ve been thinking about
involves you too, so I figured I might as well get some of your
perspective on the matter.”

I chuckled.
“You must be desperate,” I told her. “If you weren’t you’d know

better.”
She chuckled dryly.
“Feels like it. By the way, my teams are still searching the base,

circumspectly. Nothing so far to report.”
“I see,” I said absently, glancing over some minor details from one

of the squadron officer’s files. “Are you still at your office then?”
“No,” she said. “Right now I’m outside the colonel’s house. Parked



in front at the curb behind your staff car. Want to come out and talk
for a while?”

I thought for a minute.
“Tell you what, why don’t you come on in? Colonel Whitfield is

asleep—lucky her. We can sit in the front room and talk. The walls are
very thick in here and Terri sleeps with earplugs anyway.”

Betty Seabode paused for a brief moment and then said she was
on her way inside.

I hung up the phone and stood, stretching my back and feeling a
dull soreness in the middle.

I walked over to the door and opened it carefully, peering out and
seeing two SFs on the porch. They stepped aside as their commanding
officer approached. I suspect that they were both thinking the same
thing that I was when they saw the major this evening. She really looks
good when she’s not in uniform.

Betty Seabode had on blue jeans and a white T-shirt, an unzipped
blue Air Force sweat jacket hanging off her shoulders. She nodded at
the men as she passed by them and then I let her inside, shutting and
locking the door.

We went back into the living room and I moved the files off the
sofa and onto the coffee table where my laptop set. Betty took a seat
and folded her left leg under her as she settled. I asked if she wanted
anything to drink and she declined. Once I was settled, we sat looking
at one another for a few moments. Tonight she had her long hair down
and it was hanging in front of and in back of her shoulders. This look
made her appear softer, more vulnerable, but I could still see strength
within the woman, no mistake about that. I also had a hard time
keeping my eyes above her neckline.

“So you’ve been going through personnel files?” Betty said,
glancing at the table.

“Yeah,” I said. “All very exciting.”
She grinned.
“I’m sure. You find anything interesting?”
“Depends on your definition of interesting. But according to mine,

no. All very impressive people, but nothing that stands out as
something we should be concerned about. Still, I’m going to have the



FBI check into them for anything that might have been missed. Things
that the Air Force doesn’t know about. If OSI had a stronger operation
running on base right now then I’d be content to let them handle it,
but as it is my team and I are about it, save for a few junior
investigators from the 206th.”

Betty nodded, shifting on the sofa.
“Yeah. Well I'm sure Mary Anne will look into them for us. She’s

really been a tremendous help on this.”
I nodded, remembering just how much help we had both been to

one another the other night.
Betty stopped talking and I could see her staring off into the

distance, her expression contemplative. It was then that I realized that
she had not come here this evening to talk about Terri Whitfield’s
situation. She was worried, deeply, and I suspected I knew why. She
needed to talk, and apparently, I was the only person she felt
comfortable doing that with right now. I suppose that sociology degree
and minor in psychology are finally coming in handy. Now if I could
just find a use for the minor in English.

She felt me staring at her and turned back to look at me, quickly
smiling and trying to cover her absence from the conversation.

“Sorry, just thinking about something.”
“I know,” I said gently. “You’ve got a lot on your mind lately. I

know this hasn’t been easy for you either. No doubt it’s starting to take
a toll.”

Betty stared back at me for a long time before she finally sighed
deeply and leaned back on the sofa, her jacket falling all the way open
and exposing her bosom as it pressed taunt against the cotton material
of her T-shirt. For just a few seconds the lecher in me surfaced and I
took a good long look, and then averted my eyes, taking in as much air
as quietly as I could.

“I think this thing is going to cost me my command and maybe my
career,” she said after some time. “General Garrison informed me this
evening that Air Combat Command Headquarters at Langley are
deeply concerned with everything that has happened here recently and
are demanding a complete security review. More than likely the IG’s



office will do the honors. I know what that means. My chances of
making it beyond major are close to zero and I’ll never get another
Security Forces detachment after this. It’ll probably be hard to make
my twenty. I’ve got two years left. I’ve already been passed over once.
One more and I’m done. I think now that’ll be sooner rather than
later.”

There were no tears in her eyes but I could see the sadness there.
If I had been a more in-tuned human being capable of regular feelings
I might have been able to sympathize, but at least I knew how to fake
concern. And I was good at it.

I moved closer and put a hand on hers, squeezing gently and
looking deeply into her sad blue eyes.

“On the other hand, we could figure out what the hell is going on,
catch the bad guys, make you a hero, and they promote you on the
spot.”

Betty laughed and shook her head.
“Nice thought,” she admitted. “But you know that isn’t very likely.

Even if we break this thing up tomorrow, the damage is already done.
The investigation will still come, and I’m sure they’ll want my head in
the end.”

She was right, of course. That was the problem with working for a
bureaucracy, in particular a military one. Accountability always meant
making somebody pay, always having a scalp to hang on somebody
else’s wall. In this case, it would be Betty Seabode’s. There was no way
around it. Too bad, but that’s life.

Betty smiled again and leaned closer to me. I had been off in my
own mind for a few seconds and didn’t notice until her face was right
next to mine, her eyes staring intently at me. She lifted my hand with
hers and placed it on her left breast. The jolt to my groin was
instantaneous, and Betty’s smile became even more wicked.

There was absolutely no way this was going to happen here
tonight in my principal’s house. Absolutely not! No matter how
much… no!

God was I hard.
And to make matters worse, Betty put her hand on my groin and

stroked me. I moaned softly and took a deep breath, feeling her hand



press against my erection.
She pressed her full lips against mine and I did not resist,

however, on the inside I was telling myself that this would go no
further than the kiss. Well maybe just a little further because her
breasts felt so good in my hands right now that I knew I couldn’t let
this end without one little peek beneath her T-shirt…

But just a peek, and then that was absolutely going to be the end
of this.

Period!
And that was final.
Final, I say!
Finito!



Chapter 35

Friday morning Terri and I worked out in her living room,
bringing back memories of our workouts as cadets back at Samford.
Pushups, situps, jumping jacks, leg-lifts, crunches, and about a dozen
other exercises that our forty-something year old bodies didn’t seem to
object that much to. Terri was in phenomenal shape and I wasn’t that
bad either, although I had put on some pounds since my departure
from the Air Force; and I was not bothered by that in the least. I no
longer had to weigh in once a month and be concerned about whether
or not I was close to my max weight limit. Since leaving the service, I
hadn’t been near a scale and had no intention of changing that. I
worked out regularly, ate the right foods—mostly—and took care of
myself otherwise. Knowing how much I weighed was not something
that concerned me, and so I didn’t. As long as my pants fit right and
the ladies didn’t mind the love-handles.

I was finishing a set of twenty-five pushups when that last thought
occurred to me and I had a momentary flashback of last night and
Betty Seabode. Memories like that were not helpful right now and I did
my best to suppress them quickly. I was still kicking myself for
allowing that to happen. It never should have, it was totally
unprofessional; but it had also been great.

Terri was on the floor next to me doing situps, and when I finished
my pushups and came up on my knees, I glanced over and wondered if
she knew anything. Probably not. As I had told Betty last night, she
slept with earplugs and the walls in the house were pretty thick. Oh
hell, if she did suspect anything I doubt she’ll say a word, so why worry
about it? Just don’t repeat it again.

Never again!
At least not while on this assignment.
Jesus, in one week I’ve managed to sleep with two very beautiful



and carnally uninhibited women who are both involved in the same
operation. Also, they both carry guns. Something I would do well to
remember.

Terri jumped up to her feet and started doing stretches once more
and I joined her, feeling a pull deep in my back as I bent forward and
touched the floor between my feet.

“God this hurts more than it used to twenty years ago,” I said.
Terri grinned.
“Twenty years ago we were in our twenties, Derrick, and

everything hurt a lot less. But you’re still in good shape. Hell you kept
up with me the other day when we were running.”

I laughed and finished my stretches, then stood up.
Terri stood as well and glanced at the clock on the wall.
“I need to be at the office at eight this morning,” she said.

“Squadron briefing and then I’m taking a flight up for two attack
exercises. At noon, we’re having lunch in the squadron bay for all the
pilots. Time to post this week’s results. A couple of people will
probably get cut too.”

I nodded.
“What about later this afternoon?” I said.
“Paperwork,” Terri said. “With the weekend coming up everybody

wants to get everything wrapped up early so they can enjoy it. That
goes for me too. I was planning to attend a birthday party at the group
commander’s house on Saturday. His daughter just turned twelve. You
don’t see a problem with that do you?”

“Probably not,” I said. “It’s on base, right?”
She nodded.
“Yeah. Just two blocks away.”
“Alright,” I said. “I’ll speak to Major Seabode about arranging a

perimeter patrol. The base will still be in lockdown but I want to be
prudent.”

Terri nodded and wiped sweat off her forehead with the back of
her hand.

“Of course. You know I thought about not attending because I
really would hate for something to happen at the girl’s party, but then I
decided that I can’t live like this. I can’t put my life on hold until this—



whatever this is—gets resolved.”
I nodded, staring at her.
“I’m going to shower now,” she said.
I nodded again.
After a few moments, she turned and headed down the hall.
I glanced over at the sofa and another image flashed through my

mind. This time I was not so quick to push it away.
Betty Seabode, topless, lying on her back on the sofa, a wicked

smile on her beautiful lips… Me on my knees above her, my…
Enough of this, damnit! Enough!
You did it, it’s over, let it go!
That would have been much easier to do if the bulge in my shorts

wasn’t so noticeable.



Chapter 36

Mary Anne Tellez called late Friday morning and told me that so
far she could find nothing in Joan Abernathy/Martha Prentiss’
background that hinted at a connection to Terri Whitfield. It was
looking more and more as if her being the camera operator assigned to
Grayson when he came to the base was just a coincidence. And a bad
one for her. With all of the charges that the Bureau was looking at
leveling at her, she’d be in the pen for about fifteen to twenty years
before being considered eligible for a first parole hearing. I wondered
if she’d look as good in jeans when she came out. If she ever did.

“And I’m still staying on top of the forensics guys trying to come
up with something on the men who breached the base. As well as
trying to find out more about the other guys you put down Monday
night. So far there’s nothing new to report.”

“What about Hal Roderick?” I said.
“Same. I received the file that Will Jordon passed on from D.C.

I’ve got an agent tracking that Roderick down now. I’ll let you know
what develops. How’s the colonel?”

“Remarkably well,” I told her. “She’s determined not to let this
thing get to her. Said she’s going to live her life the way she wants no
matter what.”

“And you say?”
“I say that’s fine for now. But I’m keeping my options open. I want

to find out what’s going on here and really the only way to do that is to
get our hands on somebody who knows something. Kind of hard to do
when they all keep getting killed. If I move her into hiding it might
make her safe in the short term, but in the long term she can’t stay
hidden forever. She’s got a life and career to think about. And her son.”

“What about her son?” Mary Anne said. “You did get him
protection, right?”



“Yeah,” I said. “He’s being watched by a couple of friends of mine
and I know they’ll keep him safe. For the moment this seems centered
around the mother and not the son; I’m glad of that.”

“So what do you have planned for the weekend?” the senior FBI
agent asked.

“I’m attending a twelve year old girl’s birthday party,” I replied.
Mary Anne giggled.
“You’re serious?”
“Quite,” I told her. “My client is going and that means so am I. The

last time I went to a birthday party I think I was twelve myself.”
“Well you sure have grown up a lot since then, Mr. Olin,” Mary

Anne replied impishly, her tone becoming lower and more sensual. “I
know that for sure.”

And now my other indiscretion was rearing its wanton head. I was
really going to have to do something about my libido one of these days.
I thought by the time I hit forty it would dissipate. No such luck. It
seemed to have doubled. And so had the number of women that I
found myself attracted to and attracting.

I suppose things could be worse. I could have real problems to
worry about, like somebody trying to kill an old friend of mine.

Mary Anne and I said good bye after a few more minutes and I
was glad of that. Any longer and I would have needed a change of
boxers.



Chapter 37

Terri had a meeting with her DCO at 1530, and while this was
going on, I got a call from Betty Seabode. She informed me that
General Garrison wanted to fully reopen the base, despite her
objections. He was satisfied that the base had been thoroughly
searched and didn’t want anything to interfere with the upcoming
weekend. Betty had strongly argued against that decision, but in the
end, a brigadier general trumps a major every time.

“I wonder if he’ll remember that this was his idea if something bad
happens and the IG wants to know why we reopened the base so
soon?” she wondered out loud.

“Probably not,” I said. “Generals have a very selective memory
when it suits them. I assume you’ll still keep your forces augmented
though?”

“Yeah,” Betty said. “I’m not relaxing the alert level, just reopening
the base, as per orders. I’ll continue to keep my people searching as
well, just in case there is something to find. What are you doing this
weekend, Derrick?”

“Same as every day until this is resolved,” I told her. “Keeping an
eye on Colonel Whitfield. Tomorrow afternoon she’s attending a
birthday party for the daughter of her group commander.”

“So am I,” Betty said, a hint of amusement in her voice. “I guess
that means I get to see you again very soon. I’d like that.”

A long silence followed, and as it went on, I tried to crowd my
mind with other thoughts, but kept coming back to the wrong ones.
Finally, I sighed.

“Major Seabode, you are a very bad influence on me,” I said
deliberately. “Last night, while extremely delightful, was something
that should not have happened.”

“Glad you said that delightful part first,” Betty quipped.



“Otherwise you might make a girl think she wasn’t appreciated.”
I chuckled despite myself.
“You know damn well that I appreciated you,” I said. “Quite a lot.”
A giggle.
“Thank you,” she said. “And the feeling is mutual. Look, Derrick, I

know you’re upset about the way it happened and where, and you’re
right, it shouldn’t have happened like that. But it did, and I don’t
regret it. And I’m not asking for anything like a commitment from you.
Hell, we only just met a few days ago, and not on the best of terms. But
last night happened, I’m good with that. It was something that I
definitely needed, and I think you did too. No strings, but if it can
happen again…”

More silence.
Then I sighed again.
“We’ll see. Just not in my client’s house, please.”
Betty chuckled.
“I’ll have to agree with you on that one. That part had me kind of

scared too. I kept thinking that maybe the colonel would come in and
catch us on the couch like a couple of teenagers. Actually that made it
kind of exciting by the way.”

Exciting is not the word I would have used, and my fear about last
night did not involve Terri coming in and catching us, but rather some
gun-wielding shooter getting inside and killing us; and then Terri
Whitfield. I got lucky last night, in more ways than one. But that was a
chance I would never take again. No matter how sexy and horny the
woman was.

“Betty, any news on Roderick or Bullfrog or anything else?” I
changed the subject.

She was caught a little off guard, but recovered quickly.
“Negative,” she said. “My cop sources say they’re having trouble

locating them. The snitch they had is not necessarily all that reliable,
but they’ll keep on it because of their dead officers. I’ve been going
through the file that came in on Halvin Roderick, it’s colorful. Nothing
that connects him to Colonel Whitfield though. This might be a dead
end, but I’ll keep on it. You told Mary Anne about them?”

“Yeah,” I confirmed. “Thought the Bureau could be of help



tracking them down.”
“Probably,” she said. “Well let me know if she comes up with

anything.”
“Will do,” I told her. “So how are you feeling today? Any word on

the IG investigation?”
“Not so far,” she said. “Haven’t been officially notified yet, but I

know it’s coming. I’ll just have to deal with it when it does.”
“You’ll be fine, Betty,” I told her. “No matter what happens.”
She sighed and paused for a minute.
“You’re a much better lover than you are a liar, Derrick Olin,”

Betty said in half humor. “And I’m glad of that.”
We said good bye and I hung up my phone.
I was smiling when I stood up and stretched my back.
“You’re not so bad yourself, kid,” I said to the empty office in

which I was standing.



Chapter 38

Terri’s Deputy Commander for Operations left her office at a few
minutes to four and nodded at me as we passed in the outer office. The
squadron commander was sitting at her desk wearing a dark green
flight suit and she looked up as I came in.

“I’m almost done for the day, Derrick,” she told me. “But
something occurred to me a little while ago and I thought I’d run it by
you.”

“Sure,” I said, thinking maybe she had remembered something
that might help us to identify the threat against her. But I was wrong.
She had thought of something else, a diversion really, and one that I
actually believed was a good idea.

So after she wrapped up for the day we left her office at 1630 and
headed over to the small arms range on the north end of the base
where we spent the next hour. Chavez and Stovall stood at the back of
the range covering the flanks while Terri and I had a friendly little
competition. Her Beretta M-9 against my Glock-30.

She was a pretty good shot, but this is my area of expertise. Out-
shooting the highly skilled combat pilot was not nearly as difficult as it
would’ve been had we been in fighter planes. Up in the air she’d have
easily kicked my butt.

Terri shook her head and inserted a fresh magazine into her
weapon, pressing the release catch and sending the slide forward on
her Beretta.

“Do you sleep with that thing, Derrick?” she remarked with a grin.
“It’s like every shot you fire goes through the same fricking hole!”

“A gift,” I replied modestly, grinning as I held my pistol at my
right side. “One more round?”

“Don’t much see the point,” she said. “You’ve already got me down
by something like twenty-five points. But why not?”



We put our ear protectors back on and then moved downrange.
Terri raised her weapon and began firing first, and a second later, I did
the same. We were shooting from twenty-five yards and moving
toward our targets as we did so. I stopped at the ten yard line as the
slide on my weapon locked back. Terri’s weapon holds more rounds
than mine and I waited until she had expended the last of her
ammunition before removing my earphones and making my Glock
safe.

She took off her earphones after sliding her weapon into the
holster on her right leg.

“This was no competition,” Terri said wryly, turning to stare at
me. “It was a massacre. You beat me hands down.”

I glanced at her.
“You didn’t do all that bad, Terri. Nothing went beyond the eight

ring, and in actual combat, that’s still a good hit. Your target would
have gone down, dead or severely incapacitated.”

“Yeah,” she said. “But yours would definitely be dead.”
“True,” I said. “And I do this all the time. How often do you have

to qualify with a pistol?”
“Once a month,” Terri admitted. “And I don’t usually get out here

more than that. Maybe I should. Especially now.”
I stared at her for a long moment and then reached out and

touched her arm.
“This won’t last forever, Terri,” I said. “And you’ll be able to get on

with your life. Promise. But in the meantime, if you want to come out
here a little more often…”

She nodded, glancing downrange at our shot-up targets.
“Might be a good idea,” she said. “Let me think about it.”
I nodded.
We spent about twenty minutes cleaning our weapons at the back

of the range and then I sent Chavez and Stovall to start up the vehicles.
They were parked on the blacktop just beyond the range and had been
in full view the entire time we had been here. There was no way that
they could have been tampered with. Even so, both agents paused to
give them a quick check.

With our weapons properly cleaned and oiled, Terri and I walked



back to her staff car and I held the door while she got in. I climbed in
the front passenger’s seat and a few moments later our two car convoy
pulled out.

I was feeling a bit more relaxed now that I had had an opportunity
to let off a little steam, blow up some targets that didn’t shoot back. It
would be nice if that were the last time I had to use my weapon on this
trip to Vegas, but somehow I didn’t believe it would be.

This was far from over, whatever this was.
It wasn’t much, but it was the one thing of which I was absolutely

certain.



Chapter 39

Agent Stovall would stay at Terri’s place tonight. We all had
dinner together and then around 1940 Chavez and I departed. I went
back to my room at the VOQ and took a quick shower, then sat down
at the small desk in the front room and turned on my laptop. Mary
Anne Tellez had sent me an email. Another background report, this
one I had asked her to keep just between the two of us. It was in
regards to Terri’s housekeeper, Payal. I knew that Terri trusted the
woman implicitly and had vouched for her, but I still had to have her
checked out. If I didn’t then I wouldn’t be doing my job.

As it turned out everything in the woman’s file was in order, right
down to her immigration status. That was good because I would hate
to get my client in trouble by helping the feds find out she was
harboring an illegal alien. It wouldn’t do much for her career either.

Payal was in fact from India, a good family that had strong ties to
the British, had served them for generations during their occupation of
the country. When Payal was younger, she had lived in London for six
years, and then moved to the U.S. when her husband got a job here.
He had died about eight years ago and ever since then the widow had
been making her living as a domestic, first as a nanny and now as a
housekeeper. Her references were impeccable, no known radical ties.
The model resident and employee. Something in the back of my mind
said her file was too perfect, but I put that aside for the moment. Just
because somebody had a spotless background, it didn’t necessarily
mean it wasn’t an accurate one. Even so, I read the report again and
then saved it on my computer’s hard-drive.

Mary Anne had sent along another attachment and I opened it
next. This one was in regards to that old OSI case that Terri had been
involved with about five years ago. So far, Mary Anne had been unable
to find anything that suggested a connection to the current problem.



She wasn’t giving up, but didn’t hold out much hope of a significant
development. Me either.

I closed that attachment and pushed back in the chair, staring up
at the ceiling and thinking for a while. Ten minutes went by and I was
drifting in and out of consciousness when my cell phone rang.

I had left it on the bed in the other room and quickly got up to
answer it.

“Hey, Mary Anne,” I said. “I just finished reading your emails.
Thanks for the information.”

“No problem,” came the reply from the sensual and husky voice.
“So are you staying at the colonel’s place tonight?”

“Nope,” I told her. “I’m at the VOQ sitting at my desk and
thinking. What about you, an evening at home with your husband and
the kids?”

“Actually I had to work late tonight,” she told me. “I’ll be spending
the whole weekend with David and the kids. We’re going on a little
hiking trip tomorrow afternoon while you’re at that twelve year old’s
birthday party.”

“Sounds like fun,” I said. “The hiking I mean.”
“It is,” she said. “The kids all love it, even our three and a half year

old. So do David and I. Look, I’m sorry that I haven’t been able to
come up with anything more to help you with all this.”

“Not your fault, Mary Anne,” I told her, sitting up and leaning
forward on the desk. “You’ve been great. A big help, honestly. You’ve
done everything possible and I appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome,” she said. “By the way, it turns out that Martha
Prentiss/Joan Abernathy is also wanted on some drug charges in
Georgia. Things keep piling up on that one. She may never see the
light of day again.”

“Too bad,” I said.
“Why too bad?” Mary Anne said, curiosity in her voice.
“Well no reason,” I said quickly, probably a little too quickly.
The fed snickered.
“You were staring at her ass in those jeans weren’t you, Derrick

Olin?”
I started laughing.



“Guilty,” I admitted. “Sorry.”
“Well you should be,” she retorted sharply. “The woman is a

felon!”
“A felon with a nice ass,” I said.
Mary Anne started laughing.
“Well I’m sure she’ll be very popular in prison. And speaking of

jeans, you should see the ones that I’m wearing right now.”
“I’d love to,” I said. “Too bad you’re not here.”
“Actually I am,” she said. “Just pulled up in front of the base and

am about to show my ID to Security. I was hoping you’d be alone
tonight.”

“Well I won’t be for much longer,” I said, smiling and feeling the
beginnings of arousal stir within my loins.”

“See you shortly,” she said.
I closed my phone and then stood up, smiling even more. Tonight

there would be no regrets. Tonight there would be no rushing. And
tonight there would be no resting up either, but what was I to do?

If I was lucky, everything I wanted to.
I went into the bedroom to get dressed before Mary Anne arrived.

A little odd because I’d be getting naked again real soon, but for form’s
sake…



Chapter 40

Mary Anne Tellez was a very passionate and intense woman. She
knew what she wanted and didn’t shy away from it. She also knew how
to give as good as she got, better even. The last time we had been
together, it had been a little awkward, it being our first time together,
but tonight our bodies were more familiar and things were a lot easier,
and more fun.

When she came to my room, we didn’t talk much, not at all really,
beyond saying hello. We kissed with our eyes open and then giggled
like teenagers as we undressed each other in the front room. Once we
were both naked, I picked her up and carried her over to the chair
behind the desk, dropping down to my knees and immediately slipping
my face between her splayed thighs. I knew how much she liked this
and I liked it too. In only a matter of minutes, Mary Anne was sighing
deeply and moaning with near frenetic intensity, her hands tightly
clasping either side of my head.

Bringing her to orgasm with my tongue was easy, and I did it
several times before she made me stop, trying to catch her breath as
her light brown skin flushed and her dark eyes widened. I sat back on
my legs and watched her, a very satisfied grin on my face and a very
large erection between my legs.

Mary Anne sat up in the chair and leaned down to kiss me, smiling
wickedly. Then she reached down and took a hold of my erection and
gave it a tug.

“Kind of hard down there, Agent Olin,” she said.
“Very hard, Agent Tellez,” I said. “You thinking about doing

something to help me alleviate the pressure?”
She shook her head, grinning.
“Nope. I only intend to increase the pressure!”
She achieved this goal easily, standing and pushing me into the



chair and then dropping down onto her knees, still holding onto me
with one hand. One more impish glance into my eyes, then she opened
her mouth and took me deep inside.

And again, I was reminded of the fact that I am really not a fan of
receiving oral sex. The feel of a woman’s tongue on my penis and
testicles is not something that I have ever enjoyed. It took every bit of
strength within me not to bolt out of the chair screaming. Over the
years, I have heard many a guy complain because his woman won’t go
down on him. That is a problem I would dearly love to have. I can’t
seem to find a woman who won’t.

Despite my internal discomfort, Mary Anne is quite gifted in this
field and I was surprised to find myself ejaculating in her hands as she
pulled her mouth away and started stroking me rather vigorously. She
laughed as I splashed her breasts, continuing what she was doing with
her hands.

Later we moved into the bedroom and I found myself lying on my
back staring up at this exquisite Latin beauty as she slowly rotated her
hips from side to side and pressed down with her pelvis, holding me
firmly within her body, causing me to shudder and gasp with a
combination of delight and pain. However, not a really bad kind of
pain. Actually, it was quite nice when I really thought about it.

She leaned down and kissed me full on the mouth, the pleasure
within her own being on full display and unavoidable. And then all at
once she pushed back up and started grinding harder and harder
against me, moaning, shrieking, and even howling at one point. I was
mindful of the fact that there were probably other officers in close
proximity to my quarters and they could probably hear what was going
on in my room, but right about now I really didn’t give a damn. And
apparently neither did FBI Assistant Special Agent in Charge Mary
Anne Tellez.

I have always enjoyed performing orally on women, and for some
reason I could not explain, Mary Anne seemed to drive me wild when I
considered the prospect of doing so on her. So after sufficiently
recovering from our last climax, I rolled on top of her still moist body
and began to trace a line down the middle of it with my tongue. I spent
a couple minutes playing with her bellybutton, causing her to giggle



and demand that I stop (but not seriously), before moving on and
stopping at that perfect dark triangle between her smooth thighs.

Mary Anne giggled again as I teased her, but soon the giggles
became pants, and then low, guttural moans. I pulled her legs all the
way apart and then lay flat between them, slipping my tongue as far
inside her as it would go, flicking it back and forth. Mary Anne
clamped her thighs against my face and started to convulse, but this
did not deter me, and I continued what I was doing, my head going up
and down and back and forth over and over again until Mary Anne’s
convulsions were nearly out of control. And then she went slack with
ecstasy…

I had discovered a long time ago that a lot of women actually
prefer being taken from behind as opposed to the more traditional
positions where they are face-to-face with their partners. I’m sure that
many in the field [of psychology] would say that there is some kind of
deep seeded psychological reasoning behind this issue and it should be
carefully explored, studied, identified, and properly labeled for a more
complete understanding. However, I really don’t care that much. I
simply know that this is the case with many women. And Mary Anne
Tellez is one of them.

Lucky me!
She climbed up on her hands and knees in the middle of the bed

and smiled at me over her shoulder, her hair partially obscuring her
face. I smiled too, climbing up behind her after putting on another
condom. I have to admit that I really like rear-entry myself, although
my favorite position for sex is still face-to-face, usually with me sitting
on a chair and the woman straddling my lap, her feet on the floor or as
close to it as they can get.

I entered Mary Anne’s womb and she immediately tightened on
me like a vise. I put my hands on her flanks and pulled her smooth and
tight buttocks against me. She felt good like this, and the sight of her
body in this position caused something very depraved to rise within
my belly. I pushed into her harder and she responded by moaning
deeply, throatily. This only ignited my passion further, so I did it
again, and again, and again… Each time I thrust into her Mary Anne
seemed to become more and more animal-like, and she pushed back



harder and harder. Within a few minutes, we were both covered in
sweat and totally lost in the act we were performing. I reached down
and cupped her breasts, squeezing her nipples, stroking them and
making them harder. She reached back and touched my face, then my
chest, her eyes meeting mine briefly, and then we both lost control…

Now we were fucking!
Two people moving against one another like wild animals in the

jungle with only one goal in one mind: absolute pleasure. This thought
brought an mischievous smile to my face at that moment as I thought
of Mary Anne’s husband, somehow knowing that he had never taken
her like this, had never done some of the things with his own wife that
I had. And never would.

This time Mary Anne was not the only one who could be heard
screaming down the halls.

And again, neither of us gave one damn!
Of course, I’d probably have to move out of here soon after the

neighbors complained.
I didn’t care much about that either.



Chapter 41

The sky was cloudy Saturday morning and the wind was high, but
by the afternoon the sun had broken through and the wind was more
tolerable. That was a good thing because the party was due to take
place outdoors in the group commander’s backyard.

Today Terri dressed in jeans and a blue T-shirt and sneakers, and
I decided to dress similarly. I had on jeans and a black pullover shirt
that I wore hanging on the outside to conceal the Glock pistol at my
back, plus the knife in my side pocket. Chavez and Stovall also went
casual today, slacks and short sleeve shirts, but they also wore light
windbreakers to conceal their weapons.

We left the colonel’s house at one forty-five, Terri in the lead
vehicle with the other two agents, and me in the follow-up car by
myself. I decided to revert to the original plan today, me solo and
ready to do battle if the need arose. It had worked out well on last
Monday, and if something happened again it might work this time as
well.

The group commander’s house was not that far away from Terri’s
place, over on Bergstrom Avenue. We did a quick circuit around the
neighborhood before coming back to the street and finding a couple of
parking spaces about half a block down. I had figured that finding a
place to park might be difficult because so many people would be in
attendance, but then I remembered that we were on a military base
and most folks lived close by. The majority of them would probably
walk. Terri could have walked the few blocks herself, but due to her
current security situation, this was not advisable.

I climbed out of my car first and glanced around the street, seeing
other guests walking toward the house in question, lots of children
with parents, lots of presents in hand. Didn’t see anybody with an Uzi
and a mean look. Definitely an encouraging sign.



I walked to the back of the principal’s car and opened the door as
Stovall climbed out of the front passenger’s seat and started glancing
around, her aviator shades shielding her eyes from the high sun.

Terri climbed out, present in hand, and adjusted her own shades.
“I can imagine this will be hard for you, Derrick,” she whispered

with a smile. “But do try not to plug any of the kids if they get too
rambunctious.”

I cast a smirk at my protectee, stepping back from the car as I
continued to look at the perimeter.

“I’ll try,” I replied.
Terri chuckled and stepped past me. I turned and followed her.

Chavez would be remaining with the car and Stovall would be trailing
in the background, watching all the rest of the guests, trying to be as
unobtrusive as possible. With so many kids there and all the games
that were sure to be played today, I hoped nobody would pay too much
attention to us. As far as everyone else who didn’t know better was
concerned, I was Terri’s date for today. That would be fun for both of
us.

As we walked around to the backyard of the house that was so
much like the one Terri lived in, I started thinking about the fact that
she and I had always had a close relationship, but never an intimate
one. That was a bit curious. I found her attractive, even liked her, but
had never actually looked at her as simply a woman. Then again, I’m
not sure that’s accurate. I definitely knew Terri was a woman, but I
just didn’t see her as a woman. At least not one that I was interested
in sleeping with. I wondered if she felt the same about me.

Didn’t really matter I suppose.
We stepped into the backyard and found it already full of people.

It was easy to tell the military ones from the dependents, men and
women alike. The children were already off and playing and the adults
were mingling, making jokes and telling stories, most of them proud
parents.

Terri walked over to the group commander where he stood with
his wife and older son, and several other officers who were out of
uniform. The wife smiled and hugged Terri and took the gift from her.
Then the colonel/group commander shook Terri’s hand and told her



he was glad she made it. He glanced at me briefly and nodded. He
knew precisely who I was and why I was there but I don’t think his
wife did, and he didn’t want to alarm her. Smart man.

There were more handshakes, laughs, small talk, and more guests
arrived.

At two-thirty, everyone was gathered around a large picnic table in
the middle of the yard and a huge cake was brought out from the
house and placed in the center of the table. The birthday girl was led to
the table by her father and brother and then she was told to close her
eyes, make a wish, and blow out the candles.

As all of this was going on and everyone was concentrating on the
cake and the girl, I was standing back and watching everything else.
Amy Stovall was doing the same from about twenty feet away, looking
cool and professional and definitely not like a party guest.

The candles were blown out and everyone clapped while singing
“Happy Birthday”. The proud parents moved up, kissed the little girl,
and then told her she had to start serving the cake, which she did, just
like the big girl she was becoming today. I was going to decline the
cake, but the mother insisted, and so I relented. It was actually quite
good. Homemade. The group commander was a lucky man. He had a
woman who could cook and wasn’t hard on the eyes. She looked pretty
good in jeans herself.

Next came the opening of the presents and the little girl lit up like
a Christmas tree as the process went on. I had a momentary flashback
to one of my early birthday parties when I no doubt had looked the
same. A long time ago. A good memory nonetheless.

I had a lot of good memories too, but most of them did not involve
me opening birthday presents. Rather they involved me and a number
of very interesting women. Women like Mary Anne Tellez and Betty
Seabode. Not thoughts that I needed to be having at a kid’s party. I
pushed them aside, finished my cake, and then started glancing
around the yard again.

The wind picked up around three-thirty but the kids didn’t seem
to mind. They played on and the adults weathered it as best they
could. Terri moved to a corner of the yard and had a quick
conversation with a couple of officers I recognized from wing



headquarters. I stood close by and watched Amy Stovall as she moved
around the large yard. When Terri finished she came over to me and
pulled off her shades, wiping the lenses with her T-shirt.

“Having fun yet?” she asked, grinning.
“Loads,” I told her. “You?”
“I love parties,” the Air Force command fighter pilot told me. “You

remember I’ve got a kid. I miss him being this age. Actually, I just miss
him altogether. Think I’ll try to call him tonight. Being Saturday and
all he probably has a date, he’s very popular. And good looking, if I do
say so myself. He gets it from my side of the family, of course. I’ll try
him anyway, might catch him before he goes out.”

I nodded, saying nothing and continuing to survey the yard.
Terri put her shades back on.
“One of the officers I was just talking to is the general’s principal

aide,” she told me. “The balding guy in the red polo. He was telling me
that General Garrison is being considered for a position at ACC
Headquarters at Langley. If that happens then in all likelihood Colonel
Wilkerson over there, the senior group commander, will be named
wing commander. He’s in line for promotion to brigadier general
already.”

I nodded again.
“Means there’ll be a slot open at group HQ,” Terri continued. “The

group vice commander and I are about even in terms of seniority. But
I think I might have an edge.”

I smiled and looked at her.
“Of course you do,” I told her. “And you’ll probably get the slot.

Tell me, is part of the reason you came to this party today political?
You wanted to score some points with the girl’s old man?”

Terri fixed me with a look of shock, but I could see she was trying
very hard not to smile.

“Why, Derrick Olin, what kind of person do you think I am? Me,
using a young girl’s birthday party as a platform for career
advancement? I’m shocked that you would suggest such a thing. Truly
shocked!”

We stared at one another for several seconds before she cracked
and started laughing. I did too, and then saw a familiar figure in my



left periphery.
Betty Seabode. I hadn’t seen her before, didn’t realize she was

here. But now I was glad she was. She, too, had on jeans, and at T-
shirt, this one yellow. I had no doubt that every man here would be
staring at her for the rest of the party. Probably a lot of the boys as
well. When their wives and mothers weren’t watching them that is.

Betty waved at us and then came over.
“Colonel,” she said to Terri as the two women shook hands.
“Betty, we’re out of uniform and off duty. Call me Terri, please.”
“Okay,” Betty said, then turned to me and smiled. Her hair was

down today as well and she looked great. “Hey, Derrick.”
“Major,” I said in a straight voice.
She reached out and poked me in the stomach with a finger.
“Smart ass,” she said. “How’s it going?”
“So far so good,” I reported. “Didn’t see you earlier.”
“That’s because I just got here,” she told us. “Got some inquiries

from Headquarters/Security Forces at Lackland during the night and
the duty officer called me about early this morning. They had to be
answered promptly and I spent most of the morning handling that. I
think that review is going to start a lot sooner than I believed. Oh well,
nothing I can do about it now.”

Terri stared at the other woman for a few moments and placed her
hand on her shoulder.

“You’re a fine officer, Betty, and if you need someone to stand up
and say so, feel free to call on me.”

Betty stared at Terri for a few moments, smiling sadly, and then
she nodded and touched the other woman’s hand on her shoulder.

“Thanks, Terri,” she said. “But I don’t think anything will help my
situation right now. And to be honest, I can’t worry about it. I’ll just
keep doing my job for as long as I have it to do. Everything else will
sort itself out.”

Terri glanced at me, then nodded and excused herself, seeing
General Garrison on the other side of the yard. I nodded to Stovall and
she realized that I wanted her to stay close to our principal, nodding
back.

“Terri’s a good woman,” Betty said when we were alone. “Brave,



smart, and on her way to the top. I’m glad for her.”
“She is something,” I said, watching as Agent Stovall closed in

behind Terri. “I always knew that. She’s had a few bumps here and
there early on, but I’m glad she’s where she is. We just have to make
sure she stay’s safe in the meantime.”

Betty nodded absently.
“Yeah,” she said. “And the good news is that so far no one else has

come after her.”
“Yeah,” I said. “But it would be nice to know who it was coming

after her in the first place, and why. Also whether or not those two
guys who breached the base the other day were after her or somebody
else, or simply a decoy for some other operation.”

“My SFs have completed their search of the base, Derrick. Again,
nothing out of the ordinary as far as they can tell. I’ve double checked
their results and had my Operations Officer do the same. We couldn’t
find a thing. So maybe those guys were after Terri, or after something
else. I still can’t identify them either. What about the Bureau?”

I shook my head.
“Mary Anne says no,” I told her, briefly remembering the last time

I had seen the senior FBI agent. “Whoever these guys were they had
their backgrounds completely scrubbed. That tends to mean black
operators. And if they were sent for Terri, then I’m really disturbed.”

“Well if they weren’t after her but after something else instead,
then that really disturbs me,” the base security chief said. “But as far as
what it could be, I have no idea. There are so many things that happen
on this base, most of them classified. It could be any one of a score or
more of them, or none. I just don’t know. However, with everything
that’s been going on with Terri, we have to be prudent and focus most
of our efforts on her.”

I nodded grimly.
“Unless that’s what somebody wants us to do,” I said.
Betty looked up, her cool blue eyes appraising me.
“That’s not a thought I really like having, Derrick,” she admitted

quietly. “Too many very bad possibilities to consider, but I do take
your point.”

I glanced down at her and nodded, carefully studying her eyes, her



nose, and her full lips. Lips that I could still taste and feel in my mind.
Tonight Ernesto Chavez was going to stay at Terri’s place. I had just
decided this.

Also tonight I intended to invite Major Betty Seabode to my room
at the VOQ. Assuming, that is, my stuff hadn’t been packed up and put
out on the street in my absence today.



Chapter 42

Betty Seabode had other ideas. Oh, she had no objections to
spending the evening with me. She seemed quite enthusiastic when I
suggested the idea to her a few minutes before Terri Whitfield had
returned from her conversation with the base wing commander.
However, she told me that it would be better if she didn’t come to the
VOQ. If she did, within five minutes of her arrival the whole base
would know that the security chief was screwing the lead OSI agent in
charge of Colonel Whitfield’s security detail.

So she suggested something else.
I concurred with her suggestion.
We met at her place.
It was located just off base, about thirty yards past the southeast

gate, close but not too close. Terri had some grocery shopping to do at
the BX when we left the party, and a few other errands to run. When
we finished up it was nearly six and we went back to her place where
she spent some time working on a few home projects. I told Stovall she
could take off for the evening around seven and Chavez got
comfortable, already knowing he had night duty. I left him on the
living room sofa at seven-fifteen watching TV with Payal, his
expression grim.

I got to Betty’s place at eight and found the Security Forces major
dressed pretty much the same as she had been when I’d last seen her
at the group commander’s house. Only now she was barefoot and her
T-shirt was hanging outside her jeans.

She was grinning when I came into her living room and closed the
door. I stood looking at her lush body and thoughts of the last time I
had seen it naked raced through my mind.

Betty stepped close to me and pressed her lips against mine. I
knew then that part of the reason for her smiling was that she had



been drinking, and probably quite a bit. If I had been in her shoes and
I drank, I might be doing the same thing this weekend.

She pulled back and grinned.
“And before you ask, I’m not drunk. You don’t have to worry. I’m

not going to pass out on you. At least not from the booze.”
“I wasn’t really concerned about that,” I lied, reaching out and

taking her well-formed body in my arms. “I was just concerned that I
might be taking advantage.”

Betty laughed, a little bit too loudly. She covered her mouth and
grinned at me some more, the liquor on her breath really doing a
number on my eyes.

“Not to worry, Derrick,” she said in a playful voice. “I intend to let
you take full advantage of me this evening. And I gonna do the same.”

She kissed me again, crushing her body against mine as she put
her arms around my neck.

A quick assessment of the situation told me that she probably
wasn’t too drunk, and the way she had her tongue pushed inside my
mouth and her hand inside my jeans at the moment told me that some
part of her really wanted this to happen. Maybe even needed it to
happen.

Good enough for me.
Betty likes blow jobs too.
She also likes what some refer to as tit-fucking. And considering

the substantial chest on her, it’s no wonder.
Once she got my pants off and made sure that I was as hard as

stone, she lay down on her back in the middle of her living room floor,
pouring baby oil all over her bare chest, and then told me to slide my
erection between her breasts. It was an order that I happily followed,
and for about ten minutes managed to hold on as I stroked between
two of the largest and most perfect chest-melons that I have ever
encountered, all the while wondering just how it was that Betty
managed to run her fitness check in the allotted time—and not blind
herself! That really didn’t matter tonight, so I put it out of my mind
and concentrated on what I was doing.

Right before I knew I was about to come, Betty released me and
told me to hold on. Not an easy thing to do, but I managed.



She stood up quickly and took off the rest of her clothes, then
reached down for my hand and I stood up.

We went into her bedroom down the back hall and were barely in
the door before she pushed me against the wall and dropped down to
administer yet another thorough oral treatment. This one concluded
with me exploding and covering her chest in my semen, Betty looking
up at me and grinning the whole time.

Betty was as much an animal as Mary Anne, and more. There was
more than a wicked or wild side to the woman, there was an insatiable
hunger within her, and tonight she wanted to do everything she could
think of to satiate that hunger.

I have to admit that I was a little apprehensive about some of the
things she wanted to do, but I didn’t let that stop me. I was no stranger
to unusual sexual encounters, had known many a woman with odd
predilections, but Betty Seabode came pretty close to pushing me past
my own comfort zone.

I was pleased to discover that she and I did share one particular
piece of debauchery, a certain method of carnal coupling that many
found taboo—or at least said so publicly.

“So you wanna fuck me in the ass, huh?” Betty said with a wicked
grin as we both lay on our stomachs in the middle of her king-sized
bed, faces turned toward one another. The clock on the nightstand
gave the time as a few minutes to midnight. “All you black guys are so
alike. White girl has a nice booty and you wanna to stick your big black
dicks in it.”

I started laughing and Betty reached out and touched my arm,
leaning over and kissing the side of my face.

“It’s a good thing for you that I like having dicks in my ass,” she
whispered. “Especially big black ones.”

And she did.
So that’s how the night ended, one last intense sexual adventure,

both of us fully engaged and pursuing a mutual end with reckless
abandon.

At one a.m. Betty lay her head in the crook of my right arm. We
were both still naked, still lying in the middle of her bed. Our bodies
were spent but satisfied. For my part I was a little sore, but not in a



bad way. No doubt, my companion felt the same. In fact, I knew she
had to.

She stirred against me and turned her head toward my face. When
she spoke her voice was very small, but in the darkened bedroom,
there was no other sound.

“I’ve decided to resign my commission, Derrick,” Betty said. After
that, neither of us said anything else for a long time. I put my arms
around her and held her voluptuous body as she sobbed on my
shoulder.

There was nothing else that I could think of to do.



Chapter 43

Sunday around mid-morning General Garrison called a meeting of
all the senior officers on the base. Group and squadron commanders,
operations and training officers, and everyone else involved in the
primary mission of the base. No one lower in rank than major.

I had been planning on taking the morning off because Terri was
going to putter around the house today, and after my time with Betty
Seabode last night a bit of rest and recuperation was in order, but I
wasn’t going to get it now.

I dressed in khaki slacks, a blue polo, and added a light
windbreaker. The wind was kind of high today and the temperature
probably wouldn’t leave the low seventies, if it got that far.

I got to Terri’s house at ten a.m. and found the usual contingent of
SFs present. Agent Chavez was outside leaning against the principal’s
car talking to an SF senior airman and smoking a cigarette with him.
He snubbed it out when he saw me pull up and came over to my car as
I got out.

His report was quick and precise, telling me that nothing had
happened during the night and that Agent Stovall had arrived at 0800
and was now inside with the principal. I thanked him and told him
that we would probably be leaving in half an hour, then turned and
went into the house.

Agent Stovall was sitting on the living room sofa and stood when I
came in. I waved her back down and went over to join her, taking my
jacket off and folding it in my lap.

“Colonel Whitfield is getting dressed now,” the younger agent
reported. “She’s had a few calls from other senior officers this
morning. Apparently none of them know what this meeting is all about
and some of them are a bit nervous.”

“I can imagine,” I said. “Being called to an unplanned meeting by



the wing commander on a Sunday morning is rarely a good thing. And
officers who are eyeing promotions in the near future really hate
surprises that might derail their careers.”

Stovall smiled a little.
“Kind of why I like being in OSI,” she said. “We don’t wear

uniforms most of the time and don’t use rank. Promotions are
regarded somewhat differently, and there are different criteria. Less
pressure on everybody.”

I nodded.
“That’s why I joined up,” I said.
She smiled again, and then Terri Whitfield came in from down the

hall wearing her Class-A uniform, complete with gleaming black dress
shoes. Stovall and I stood.

“Well, Colonel,” I said. “Don’t you look impressive?”
Terri smirked my way and adjusted her jacket.
“They say if you’re going to face an execution you should dress

up.”
“Are you attending an execution, Terri?” I said.
“Not sure,” she replied, something in her eyes that was very close

to apprehension. “Yesterday when I spoke to General Garrison at the
party I got the distinct impression that he was keeping something
back. And now this meeting, a meeting he didn’t even hint at
yesterday. Something is definitely up. I can feel it. And so can a lot of
my colleagues. A bunch of them have been calling this morning.”

“Well maybe the general is gathering everybody together to tell
them that you’ve just been promoted to full bird,” I said helpfully.

“I doubt that,” Terri responded, brushing nonexistent lent from
the left sleeve of her jacket. “He wouldn’t do it like this. No, there’s
something else going on, Derrick. I’m certain of it. But I’ll just have to
wait until we get to the meeting to find out like everybody else.”

She walked over to the mirror just to the right of the mantel and
checked her appearance once more, then picked up her officer’s cap
with the silver braid across the front and told us she was ready. I
signaled Chavez and told Stovall to go out and get in the follow-up car.
Two minutes later both agents reported that they were ready and I led
the way out, Lieutenant Colonel Terri Whitfield close behind looking



like the very model of a modern Air Force warrior; but probably not
feeling quite like one at the moment.



Chapter 44

This morning the general’s assistant was back at his desk in the
general’s outer office, but he was not alone. There were two officers
waiting with him, one seated in a chair to the right of the senior NCO
and the other seated on the sofa in the corner, both apparently very
busy.

Terri and the rest of the senior officers entered the wing
commander’s spacious office and the door was shut, and then it was
just the three of them and me. Stovall and Chavez were outside with
the vehicles. The NCO did at least acknowledge my presence with a
nod, and then he went back to working on his computer. I glanced
around the office briefly and then walked over toward the door that led
to the hallway.

Chavez and Stovall reported that everything was quiet outside and
I acknowledged their signals. Now it was time to do that thing that I do
quite a lot of in my chosen profession: Stand Around And Wait!

During this ponderous time, I had the opportunity to consider the
fact that I had not seen Betty Seabode present for the meeting. I
wondered if perhaps this was a negative sign of things to come for her.
Last night she’d told me that she planned on resigning her
commission, but I didn’t think it would be this soon; and even if it was,
she was still the base security chief. But maybe this meeting didn’t
concern base security. Of those officers that I had seen, I recognized
most of them as combat officers. Maybe this was about something else,
something to do with the mission of the Air Combat Command. It
really didn’t matter to me because my job hadn’t changed.

An hour went by, and then ninety minutes. Lunch time was fast
approaching and I began to wonder if the meeting would last through
it.

It did.



At one o’clock, my stomach started growling. I really shouldn’t
have skipped breakfast. Especially after all of the intense physical
activity that I endured last night. Those memories came back to me,
every single one of them, and I turned away from the others as I felt a
smile coming on, and something else.

The door to Garrison’s office opened and I turned back around,
seeing Terri Whitfield coming out first, followed quickly by her group
commander and then the rest of the officers, all dressed in Class-A’s.
The expressions on their faces were grim and none of them said
anything as they started to file past me into the corridor beyond the
outer office.

Terri stood aside and waited for most of the others to leave before
turning to me.

“I’ve got to go to my headquarters, Derrick,” she said in a whisper.
“I have to call a meeting of my staff right away. I can’t tell you much,
but I’ll brief you on what I can on the way.”

I nodded and signaled the two agents outside.
In the doorway to his office, the general stood looking just as grim

as his junior officers. He also had on Class-A dress. He stared at me for
a moment, then said something to his assistant and went back into the
office, leaving the door open.

The senior master sergeant stood at once and grabbed a notepad,
taking it with him into the general’s office and closing the door.

Terri started out of the office and I followed her, having just a bit
of difficulty keeping up with her deliberate stride as her heels clicked
on the bare floor.



Chapter 45

Due to the sensitivity of the information, Terri insisted that she
and I ride over to her HQ alone. So I drove and had Chavez and Stovall
follow closely in the other car.

Terri took off her hat and fastened her seatbelt as I pulled out of
the lot at the general’s headquarters and turned right. She sighed
heavily and put on her shades.

“I have been keeping something from you, Derrick,” she informed
me in a weary tone. “But before you jump down my throat know two
things. The first is that I was under orders. I know that doesn’t mean a
whole lot to you, but understand the position I am in.”

I did understand, but it still pissed me off! I didn’t say anything,
just concentrated on the road and the surroundings.

“The second thing is that I don’t believe it has anything to do with
what’s been happening to me. Otherwise, I would have told you; the
general probably would have insisted anyway. He has really been
concerned about me during all of this. And not just because I’m one of
his officers either.”

I glanced sideways at her and Terri quickly shook her head.
“And no, Derrick! I’m not fucking him! He’s married, and I don’t

date married guys. Least of all superior officers. I wasn’t lying about
not having a relationship for a while. And to be really frank, Garrison
isn’t my type.”

“Noted,” I said, taking a left turn.
“Okay,” she went on. “Let me tell you what I can. Remember that I

told you I was overseas right before all of this started?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Afghanistan.”
“Right,” she said. “I developed this tactical strategy that they

wanted to implement because they thought it could help turn things
around over there. Well one thing I didn’t mention is General



Garrison’s involvement. I really can’t go into it now, but I’ll just say
that he spent a considerable amount of time in-country over there
before taking his current post here. We’ve worked together a lot over
the years and it’s because of him that I got assigned to Nellis and the
Fighter Weapons School. We’ve been developing aerial combat tactics
specifically to use in the Afghan theater of operations. We thought we
had more time and could move more deliberately and cautiously, but
something has changed and we have to accelerate our plan. That
means that I will be leaving the base next week, heading back to
Afghanistan.”

I turned and glanced at her briefly.
“Out of the frying pan and into the fire,” I said. “I guess what

you’re trying to tell me is that I’ll be out of a job next week?”
“Looks like,” Terri said. “Not unless you want to tag along with me

to Kabul. I’m sure the OSI wouldn’t mind having you back full time.”
I made another turn.
“No thanks, Colonel,” I said, glancing into the rearview mirror,

watching as Chavez easily maneuvered the other staff car behind us. “I
don’t think I want to do that. And besides, I hate to admit this, but
you’ll probably be safer in Kabul than you are here.”

“Probably,” she admitted.
“But that doesn’t mean the danger will dissipate. While you’re

gone, somebody should continue to look into this. And I’ll ask Will to
assign someone to keep an eye on you while you’re over there.”

“Derrick, I’ll be in a combat zone,” Terri protested. “And I’m a
combat officer. I can’t go around with a bodyguard. It’s not like I’m a
general or something. I’m a fighter pilot and I don’t fly a two-seater.”

I turned right and we were at her headquarters. There were
already several other vehicles parked in front of the building. I pulled
into the space designated for the C.O. and shut off the engine,
releasing my seatbelt and turning toward my principal.

“Terri, tell me something,” I said to her. “What specifically is your
mission in all this?”

She stared back at me with a look of apprehension and internal
doubt, and then slowly shook her head.

“Derrick, I’m sorry. I can’t tell you that. It’s classified. I know your



clearance has been reactivated and all, but this is strictly need-to-
know. I don’t think you do.”

“I’ve been charged with protecting you, Colonel, and this quite
possibly does bear relevance to my mission. I think that perhaps this
may not be personal as we initially suspected. I think that perhaps this
may all have something to do with your work. With the level of
sophistication that the opposition is employing now, it can’t just be
about somebody you cut off on the freeway or turned down for a date.
I need to know everything you’ve been involved with since you went to
Afghanistan the last time.”

“Derrick, there’s no way I can give you that. Not without higher
authorization. I’m sorry. I just can’t.”

We sat and stared at one another in the closeness of the car for a
long time, Stovall and Chavez standing on opposite sides of the vehicle
glancing all around.

Finally, I nodded and reached for the door handle. We escorted
our charge inside the building—Stovall and I—and once she was
settled with her staff and secure, I went down the hall to an empty
office and took out my cell phone. It was three hours later on the east
coast. Will Jordon should have had plenty of time to enjoy most of his
weekend. Now it was time to put the potential future OSI Chief of
Operations to work.



Chapter 46

“You know I had to pull a lot of strings to get my hands on what
you wanted, Derrick. And it wasn’t easy. You sure know how to make
trouble for me, don’t you?”

“Will, if it were not for you I’d most likely still be in Southern
California enjoying the company of a very good friend of mine and not
here in Nevada getting shot at and remembering all of the things that
caused me to leave the Air Force in the first place.”

Will Jordon chuckled down the line.
“Oh you know you love it,” he said. “Carrying a badge again, being

official and all. Probably won’t be able to get the creds back from you
when this is all over.”

“Don’t bet on it, pal,” I told him. “I’ll even pay the postage to ship
‘em directly back to you. So tell me what you’ve got.”

“Like I said, this wasn’t easy, but I did get everything. I think. It’s
being emailed to you as we speak. I don’t want to talk about it on the
phone, not even a secure one. When you get the file, you’ll see what
I’m talking about. Our girl Terri has really been involved in some
heavy duty stuff. You might be right about the reason she’s been
targeted. And it would have helped if we’d known this earlier. Sorry
about this. I should have pushed harder. I thought this was something
else and didn’t do my job the way I should have. Must be slowing
down now that I’m at Headquarters.”

“Hardly,” I said to him. “You’ve just got a lot on your plate. Don’t
beat yourself up. I’ll have a look and call you if I need anything else. I
take it you still have to go through it all yourself?”

“Yeah,” he said. “And if I spot anything that stands out I’ll call you
right away. When is she shipping out?”

“Wednesday,” I replied. “Maybe late Tuesday depending on how
things go over the next two days. This is all a part of a brand new



strategy that the Pentagon and the White House want to announce
very soon. This means all assets have to be in position before that can
take place. Half of it is PR, to make the public believe that they have a
handle of everything over there this time. At least that’s my guess
anyway.”

“A good guess,” Will said. “Once you start reading this stuff I think
you’ll be even more convinced of that.”

“I’ll see,” I said. “I’m gonna check my email now. Terri’s in a
meeting down the hall at the moment and will probably be there for a
while. I’ll call you if I find something.”

“I’ll do the same,” Will said. We said good bye and hung up.
I opened my laptop and turned it on. A few minutes later, I was

accessing my email account and signing in. There was only one
message and it was from Will Jordon, one large attachment included. I
downloaded the attachment and then closed the email.

This was precisely how I wanted to spend my Sunday afternoon,
reading yet another long and boring military file.

I knew I should have become a male model back when I had the
figure for it.



Chapter 47

I had just gotten to the part of the file that concerned Terri’s
participation in a highly secretive and highly ambitious plan to strike a
crippling (and hopefully killing) blow to a once again resurging and
stronger-than-ever Taliban-Al-Qaeda operation in tribal Afghanistan
and the border areas of Pakistan when my cell phone buzzed. I took it
off my belt and opened it, checking the display.

Betty Seabode. A pleasant surprise, but not one I really wanted to
deal with right now. The file I was reading could contain information
that was vital to me finding out exactly why it was someone wanted to
kill my client. In truth, I’d rather spend my time and efforts on Betty
Seabode, but duty came first. However, she was the base security chief
and the call might not be social. So I answered it.

“Derrick, where are you?” was the first thing out of her mouth.
I told her.
“Are you free to come with me?” she said.
Absolutely not, I thought. The woman was insatiable.
“Sorry, Betty,” I said as gently as I could. “I’ve got a lot of reading

to do right now and Terri is here in her office in a meeting. Some
things have changed since we last spoke.”

“I’ll say,” she cut in. “I just got a call from a contact of mine with
LVPD. They’ve got a good lead on Hal Roderick and this Bullfrog
character. They’re on their way to pick ‘em up now. My contact
wondered if I wanted to be there when they made the arrests. I
thought you might want to tag along and maybe ask some questions of
your own.”

This news got my attention and I glanced up from the file on my
laptop, thinking for a minute.

“Actually that sounds like a good idea,” I admitted. “Where are
you?”



“In my car,” she said. “I can be at the 414th in about five minutes.”
“I’ll be out front,” I told her.
I stood up and glanced down at my computer screen once more.

There might be something in the file that would give me answers, but I
figured that there was a better chance of learning something more
quickly from two live human beings. So I would forgo the rest of the
file for now.

I went out and down the hall and told Stovall that I was going out
for a while, and that she and Chavez would have to look after Colonel
Whitfield. I could tell that she wanted to ask me where I was going, but
she was a military woman and knew better than to question a superior,
so she held her tongue.

Outside I told Chavez the same thing and he didn’t seem surprised
at all. Of course, he had the added benefit of seeing me climb into
Betty Seabode’s staff car when she pulled up dressed in ABUs.

Once I was belted in the major pulled off and we headed toward
the main gate.

“How reliable is the lead the cops have, Betty?” I said as we drove
out through the gate and the SFs there saluted.

“My contact says it’s very solid,” she told me, removing her beret
and dropping it on the backseat as she made a right turn and
accelerated. “Apparently there are confirmed identities.”

I nodded.
“And where are we going?”
“The address is in North Las Vegas, over near Hamilton Street,”

she said. “Cops are enroute too. Probably be there before us.”
I glanced out the window on my side and checked the rearview

mirror. Traffic in Vegas was heavy even on Sundays, but not as heavy
as the weekdays. I had studied maps upon my arrival last week and
had actually been to the city a couple of times before. Still, I didn’t
have a ready familiarity with the place and would leave the navigation
to Betty.

She seemed a little distant this afternoon and I wondered if
perhaps she had had some regrets about last night. Difficult to believe
considering it was the second time we had been together. And this



time we hadn’t had to rush or be quiet because there was somebody in
a room close by. But there was no mistaking it; she was definitely not
as engaging today as she had been previously.

I decided it was best not to ask her about it. Although I spent a lot
of time with women, there was very little I actually understood about
them. I could please them when they wanted me to; even listen to their
problems when they wanted that, but understanding what went on
inside their lovely heads was beyond me. And so I had given up trying
a long time ago.

One of the many reasons I had remained single all these years.
And would continue to be so.
Whatever was going on in Betty’s mind was something she would

eventually have to work out, and if she decided she wanted to talk,
then I could lend an ear, but I knew enough not to push. Besides,
maybe it had nothing to do with what had happened between us last
night. Maybe it was career related. Or maybe she was just
apprehensive about where we were going and what we would learn
when we confronted this Hal Roderick and the mysterious Bullfrog.

Anything was possible.
It was twenty minutes before Betty said anything, and when she

did, it was to ask me to reach into the backseat and get one of the map
books she kept back there. I undid my seatbelt and turned around on
the seat as she turned off the thoroughfare we’d been traveling west on
for the past five minutes, moving onto a dirt side road. I knelt on the
seat and reached over the headrest for the map book. All of a sudden,
Betty floored the accelerator and the car lurched forward.

I was thrown over the seat and landed in back, my head pressing
into the floorboard. The car stopped suddenly and I twisted around,
my legs falling over on the seat.

“What the fuck’s going on?” I shouted, trying to right myself.
A car door opened, and then another. Powerful hands reached

inside the backseat and grabbed me, pulling me outside into the dirt. I
was down on my hands and knees, dust swirling around my face, and I
had to close my eyes for a few moments. When I opened them again
and looked up, I noticed two things that I was not expecting to see.

The first was the bar owner from the Red Dawg Saloon, Frank



Lushane.
The second was the Beretta M-9 in Betty Seabode’s right hand,

pointed directly between my eyes.
I suppose now things were beginning to make a little sense.
And I was feeling like the fucking idiot that apparently I was.



Chapter 48

We probably weren’t all that far off the main road, but all around
us I couldn’t see much beyond desert at the moment. Well that and the
two guns that were currently pointing in my direction.

While Major Seabode covered me from a safe distance, Frank
Lushane expertly searched me, finding both my primary Glock and the
secondary one at the small of my back. He also found the little .32
caliber Kel-Tec attached to my left ankle and the Emerson close-
quarters knife attached to my right front pants pocket. He was a
thorough little bastard, I had to give him that.

Now I was back down on the ground by the front bumper of
Betty’s car, my hands behind my head, staring up at both of them as
they stood a few feet back. On the plus side, I guess I now knew who
was behind the attacks on my client. That was something. Knowing
why might help too, but at the moment, I had bigger problems.

Yeah, I’d always known that one day all of this sleeping around
was going to get me in trouble. Only I thought it would be in the form
of a pissed-off husband or boyfriend who wanted to challenge me to a
duel or something. I’d really missed the signs with Betty Seabode, and
this bothered me greatly because I’d suspected that there was
something off about her; but had simply attributed it to the stress of
the job and the situation that she found herself in at the moment.
Should have listened to that little voice at the back of my brain that
was warning me. Instead, I had listened to that part of me that had
spent too much time wondering what she would look like naked. Well I
knew what she looked like naked, and that memory would at least
sustain me right up until the moment when a hollow-point bullet
entered my brain. Which ought to be any second now.

“Okay, Mr. Olin,” Lushane said in a reserved voice, holding a SIG-
Sauer P-228 9mm in his right hand, pointed steadily at my chest.



“We’ve got some questions for you and you really should cooperate
with us. Things will go a lot easier on you if you do.”

“I know this is a cliché,” I told him. “But since you’re just going to
kill me anyway, what’s my incentive to tell you a damn thing?”

“There are easy ways to die, Mr. Olin,” Lushane said in that same
calm voice. “And there are hard ways. Suppose I take that .32 of yours
and start working on your kneecaps? Then maybe I move to other
more vital areas. That would be messy and painful. You could avoid all
of that if you simply cooperate with us.”

“And who might I be cooperating with?” I said, glancing at Betty
Seabode. Her face was stoic, her hand steady, her weapon menacing.
She was a hell of an actress. I really hadn’t seen this one coming.

“That’s not important right now, Mr. Olin,” Lushane continued.
“You should concentrate on answering our questions quickly so as not
to drag this out.”

“If you wanted to kill Whitfield then why go to all this trouble?” I
said. “What was with the slashed tires and the broken mirror? Why
miss her when you had her in your sights? And since the head of base
security was on your side, I can’t understand why you haven’t had
better luck.”

Lushane sighed heavily and glanced back at Betty Seabode.
“He was trained very well,” he said. “He’s stalling for time, trying

to frustrate us.”
Betty nodded, her hand never wavering.
Lushane turned back to face me.
“Mr. Olin, there are many things going on here that you do not

understand, and I’m afraid that you never will. There is no time and
you simply don’t need to know.”

I chuckled then and Lushane frowned.
“Did I say something funny?” he demanded.
“Not really,” I replied. “It’s just that this is the second time today

somebody’s said that to me. I didn’t need to know. I think I probably
need to know a lot of things right now. But I’ll tell you something,
because it just occurred to me. I suspect that you, Mr. Lushane, if that
is your name, are a mercenary. Oh, not your run-of-the-mill soldier-of-
fortune who puts on BDUs and goes running around in foreign



countries fighting other people’s wars. No, you’re something much
more sophisticated, and special. More like a freelance operator,
specializing in clandestine work. Services to the highest bidder and all
that. You do what needs to be done and collect a hefty profit for your
efforts. I’ll bet you’ve been operating out of that bar of yours for years
and have never had to conduct an operation so close to home, but then
the money for this job was probably pretty good. Couldn’t pass it up.
Tell me, do you even know who you’re working for?”

“Doesn’t really matter,” Lushane said with a slight smile on his
deeply tanned face. “Long as their money is good, that’s all that
matters.”

“I’ll bet,” I said, then glanced over at the SF major. “And you,
Betty? How long have you been on the market to the highest bidder?”

“The Air Force just doesn’t pay as good as the private sector,
Derrick,” she responded in a cool tone that was twinged with
arrogance. “You know that, that’s probably why you left. My career
was going nowhere and I was gonna have to get out in a couple years
anyway. I’d never make light colonel and my pension wouldn’t be for
shit. I’d be forty-one years old with twenty years in the service and
little else to show for my time. Probably have to get a job with some
local cop force or something just to make ends meet, then work
another twenty years so I could retire with another worthless pension.
No thanks. I decided that I was gonna look out for me, the only person
that really matters in the end. Sorry about using you like I did, but it’s
not like you didn’t enjoy it. Especially last night.”

I had to grin despite efforts to the contrary.
“You’re right about that,” I told her. “By the way, I have to tell you

that you really had me fooled. I never suspected.”
“Of course you didn’t,” she said. “That was the point. All guys love

to rescue women in trouble. Throw a little sex into the mix and they’re
easy to lead around by the nose. No offense.”

“None taken,” I said. “It’s true. Tell me, do Roderick and this
Bullfrog really exist?”

“Yes,” she said. “Only they have nothing to do with any of this. I
made that part up. I have to tell you that I wasn’t expecting the
information to get to Mary Anne Tellez. When you mentioned it in



front of her, I almost choked. I guess she had other things on her list
and couldn’t take the time to run down the lead with her police
contacts. If she did, she’d have known I was lying and then that would
have meant trouble. Guess it worked out in the end.”

I nodded.
“I suppose so.”
“Okay,” Lushane said a little impatiently. “Enough small talk. You

need to start answering our questions. If you don’t, then this will get
bloody. I promise you that.”

Looking into his deeply hooded eyes, I had no doubt that he meant
every word he said.

“Cooperate, Derrick, and I promise to finish this quickly,” Betty
Seabode said, her expression softening just a bit. She really was very
good.

“What do you want to know?” I said to Lushane.
The bar owner/mercenary smiled, nodding slowly.
“Tell me how soon Colonel Whitfield is being deployed to

Afghanistan?”
And there it was, the answer I had been waiting for. Yep, it would

have been nice if somebody had told me about all of this in the
beginning. Then perhaps a lot of unpleasantness could have been
avoided.

Oh well…
I looked Lushane squarely in the eyes when I responded.
“Frank, quite frankly, you can go fuck yourself!”
Apparently, that was not the response he was hoping for.
A short time later, I found myself lying on the ground and

bleeding from the mouth, my lips on fire. This was not going to be a
pleasant experience. And that was fine by me. I intended to make sure
it went the same way for all parties involved.



Chapter 49

Frank Lushane was rather good at the art of the physical
interrogation. He knew just where to hit and how much pressure to
use, and he knew enough to stay out of the range of the person he was
abusing, lest the abusee take advantage.

Now, in addition to my lips being on fire, there were several other
parts of my body in like condition. But my mind and spirit were still
sharp, and I was really getting pissed off.

“You can end this any time you like, Olin,” Lushane said in a
slightly breathless tone as he stood back and looked down at me,
wiping the back of one of his gloved hands across his goatee. “All you
got to do is talk. Keep this up and I’ll have to take it to the next level.
You want that?”

Actually, I didn’t want any of this, but it was probably pointless to
say so right now. I was sitting with my back to the bumper of the car,
holding my right side, breathing hard. Definitely not how I imagined
spending an afternoon with Betty Seabode would be.

The SF major (soon to be Ex) glanced at her watch and then shook
her head in frustration.

“Frank, we don’t have that much time. He’s being stubborn and
we need to get that information quickly. We only have a limited
window. We need to know about Whitfield’s op and we need to know
now.”

The bar owner-cum-mercenary turned on his partner with a look
of irritation.

“I know that, Major,” he said derisively. “Don’t tell me what I need
to do! Don’t forget, I brought you into this. You’re getting a lot of
money because of me. Don’t forget that!”

“And you don’t forget that without me you wouldn’t have been
able to pull any of this off,” she pointed out, her eyes cold. “I’ve earned



every penny. And you’ve had your fun too.”
They stood looking at one another for a long moment, neither

wavering, and in that instant, I realized that Frank Lushane and I had
at least one thing in common. Betty Seabode had been busy. Oddly,
this bothered me for some reason. Jealously? Surely not.

Lushane turned toward me, resolution on his face. He reached
into his back pocket and pulled out my .32 auto, checking the slide.

“I like these little pistols,” he said in a pleasant tone. “Feel like toys
in your hand, easy to conceal, but they are as deadly as a magnum
when they need to be. Or they can be used to inflict severe pain. Now
I’m gonna have to use this one on you. There are eight shots in the
gun. That ought to be more than enough to convince you to cooperate.
I was trained as a medic too when I was in the Air Force. I wasn’t lying
about that by the way. I know how to keep you alive and lucid long
enough to talk after I start plugging away at you. This is your last
chance to talk to me before I start working on you with this thing, Olin.
The last chance.”

I stared up at him for a brief moment and then nodded slowly,
grimacing suddenly as a wave of pain shot through me. What the hell
did it really matter now? Obviously, I had missed so much during this
whole thing. Maybe I was getting too soft for this business. I had lost
my edge. Over the years, I had found myself attracted to and getting
involved with lots of women, but I had never been played as I had this
time. Maybe this should all end here and now.

Maybe…
“Terri’s leaving for Afghanistan either late Tuesday or early

Wednesday,” I said in a desolate voice. “I don’t know which.”
Lushane smiled and glanced back at Betty. She nodded at him.
“Okay, Olin,” Lushane continued. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?

Now tell me, what do you know about the tactical plans for her
operation? I need all the details you have. And please be specific.
You’re a friend of hers and I know she trusts you. She probably gave
you more information than she was supposed to.”

If you only knew the truth, pal, I thought, feeling another wave of
pain shoot through me.

Lushane took a couple steps toward me, the P-32 held down by his



right side.
“Let’s not play any more games now, Olin,” he said with an edged

voice. “We still have the thirty-two option on the table.”
I nodded, groaning, and as I opened my mouth to respond, a gush

of blood shot out and splashed the ground around me, some of it
getting onto the toes of Lushane’s expensive biker boots.

“Shit!” he swore, jumping back. “Goddamnit these boots cost a
fortune! Watch where you spit from now on, boy!”

I groaned again and put my hand to my chest, feeling it tightening.
Betty Seabode’s expression softened a little.
“He’s in pain for chrissake, Frank. And with the money you’re

getting for this thing you can afford another pair of fuckin’ boots!”
“That’s not the point,” Lushane shot back. “I like these boots and I

don’t want this fool fucking ‘em up. He ain’t gonna be around much
longer anyhow, so it don’t matter much about the pain he’s in.”

I was groaning more loudly now and Lushane turned back to face
me, a look of disgust on his face. No doubt, the sight of blood and
saliva on the front of my shirt repulsed him. Didn’t do much for me
either but I had other considerations at the moment.

Lushane shook his head and stepped closer. He squatted down
next to me and put the barrel of my Kel-Tech against my stomach.

“I shoot you here and it’ll take a long time to bleed out,” he said in
an ominous tone, his breath warm on my face. Kind of malodorous
too. Somebody should maybe consider getting him a lifetime supply of
Scope for his next birthday.

“Bleeding to death slow like that is a real painful way to die,” the
mercenary said to me. “I wouldn’t like that.”

I looked up and stared right into his eyes, suddenly my face very
clear.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I told him in my normal tone of voice.
Suddenly Frank Lushane’s eyes went wide in alarm, but it was too

late. My hands had already clamped around his gun-hand and twisted
it away from my body while pulling him off balance. I slammed his
head into the bumper of the car and then pulled him back in front of
me, shielding my body with his.

I was in pain but still retained all of my physical prowess. I



workout quite a lot and have spent a long time on the sharp edge of
things. Being tortured is nothing new to me and I’ve had the distinct
honor of being abused by people who really know how to the do the
job right. In their eyes, Frank Lushane wasn’t even a gifted amateur. A
minor dilettante maybe.

I was on my feet now, Frank Lushane’s struggling body lifted off
the ground and still shielding me from Betty Seabode. She was backing
up, now holding her weapon in a two-handed grip, ordering me to stop
moving. Lushane was telling her not to shoot him and she was telling
him to shut up. Then a shot, and another. Both went into the ground at
my feet. This did not stop me.

Betty yelled again, her voice no longer composed. She backed up
some more, and then she fired again. Lushane bucked in my arms and
then went slack. I tossed his body at Betty and then rushed her.

The three of us landed in the dirt together, Lushane’s blood
pouring out and covering our clothes. She fired her weapon two more
times but it was pinned between her body and Lushane’s and she
couldn’t aim, so it was useless. I pressed down with all of my weight
for several seconds and heard her begin to sob and gasp for air.
Another couple of seconds passed and then I quickly moved back and
shoved Lushane aside.

Betty still held onto the Beretta and I kicked it from her numbed
fingers, reaching down and grabbing the front of her ABU blouse and
pulling her to her feet.

She was still the good actress because apparently she wasn’t as
hurt as she’d pretended. Her right hand shot out to my midsection at
the same time her left one broke the grip I had on her shirt. I absorbed
the impact of her fist against my stomach with a slight groan as she
moved back several feet and assumed a combat crouch, arms up
protecting her face and midsection, legs apart, knees bent. Guess there
was still some fight left in her.

I knew there was some left in me.
Combat crouches and stances are for amateurs really. People

who’ve actually been in combat and survived know this and usually
don’t bother. Real physical confrontations usually only last for a very
short period and by the time you get into a crouch or stance they’re



over.
So I stood calmly watching Betty Seabode as she began to circle to

my left, inching closer. I could tell she had taken the advanced
personal defense course that the Air Force had been using to train
security personnel for about twenty years, all the way back to when I
was a young SP lieutenant. It got the job done when you were dealing
with drunks or bullies, or people who really didn’t have any fight

training. However, against Q&DOPC
[5]

, it was as useless as a paper
umbrella in a hail storm.

Betty struck hard and fast, baring her teeth and yelling her war-
cry as she attacked.

And I let her come. Which, up until this moment, had been
something I rather enjoyed.

But then I was going to enjoy this too.



Chapter 50

Quick and Dirty Offensive Personal Combat sounds just like what
it is. It is not a martial art, it is not a self-defense system, it is a system
of unarmed combat specifically designed to maim or kill. All other
unarmed defense systems teach its practitioners how to repel attacks
and subdue their attackers, inflicting only the damage that is necessary
for them to escape being harmed. Q&DOPC is much different. It
teaches you to use extreme brutality and lightening speed to overcome
your opponent and put them down as quickly as possible without
regard for their condition afterwards.

Even now, I can remember very well the words of one of my senior
instructors. “Fighting is for amateurs. Professionals will walk away
from a confrontation if they can, and if they can’t, then god or the
devil better intervene because somebody’s gonna get killed.
Remember, it’s you or them. Make sure it’s them!” Words I have
always lived by, and plan to continue to do so for a long time to come.

Betty threw a feint at the left side of my face and I ducked it as her
other hand came toward my stomach. I was ready for this maneuver
and caught her wrist in both hands, twisting it downwards while
pulling her off balance and toward me.

I turned sideways, tossed her over my hip, and then released her
arm. She slammed into the dirt-covered ground hard and rolled away
quickly. I stood with my arms down by my sides staring at her as she
came up on one knee, a look of discomfort in her eyes, and anger.

Once she was back on her feet, she crouched down again and
started circling. I stood my ground, keeping my eyes straight ahead,
but she never left my peripheral vision.

The next attack was a quick series of high kicks toward my head
and upper body. I blocked them all with the backs of my forearms,
dancing to the left as she moved from the right. She had very powerful



legs, as I well knew, and the kicks were delivered with skill. A couple of
them came pretty close to connecting to their mark before I was able
to block or knock them away.

When she realized that her efforts were fruitless and she was
becoming winded, Betty broke off and moved back a few feet. Once
again, I stood with my arms down by my sides, watching her.

She took a couple of deep breaths and wiped sweat off of her brow
with the back of her left hand. Then she charged me, swinging punches
at my face that I ducked and slipped and danced around, and then I
landed a solid side-of-the-fist punch on her stomach and she doubled
up sharply, backing off and falling to her knees. She held her stomach
with one hand while glancing up at me, pain filling her face.

“Mother fucker!” she raged, struggling to stand.
“I’ve been told that before,” I said, standing and breathing easily.

“You might want to consider giving up now, Betty. This will only get
worse from here. You’re a competent fighter, but I’m a son of a bitch
and I’ve been doing this for about twenty years. I know a lot of tricks.
And I know how to really hurt somebody. I could have finished this by
now, you have to realize that. I’m taking it easy on you because I have
questions that need answering. But if you keep pushing this, I might
have to kill you. Unlike you, I was never really taught how to subdue
people and arrest them. Most of my time in OSI was spent in
Antiterrorism. There we didn’t make too many arrests.”

Betty Seabode was back on her feet now but still holding her
stomach. She was in real pain but still determined to fight. I guess I
could understand her reasoning. If she didn’t, then she was going to go
to prison for the rest of her life. And not just any prison, military
prison. Not a pleasant prospect for someone like Betty. She might just
prefer death. I hoped not. I really wanted those questions answered.

This time she was more cautious, holding her arms up to cover
both her face and midsection. She continued to circle me but kept
more distance between us. I held my ground, watching her but making
no move to attack. That was something else that I had been taught:
Make the enemy come to you! This way they would reveal their tactics
and you could keep yours concealed until the last minute. A good
strategy and it usually worked, but not always. So you had to be



flexible.
Betty attacked again, a quick combination of jabs at my stomach

and face. One connected with my chin but I was turning my head at
the time and most of the power of the blow sailed past my face. Betty
overcompensated with this punch and was off balance when I shifted
position. It meant her stomach was once again exposed and I took this
opportunity to drive a very solid downward twisting punch into her
gut that dropped her back to her knees.

She was gasping for air and sobbing now. I moved back a couple of
feet, but something must have inspired her because suddenly Betty
lashed out at my legs and struck me in the left knee with a good punch.

My left knee has always been a weak spot of mine because I hurt it
a long time ago when I was repelling out of a chopper during training.
Most of the time it was fine and didn’t bother me, but sometimes it
acted up and I had to apply Icy/Hot and wrap it in a knee-supporter
for a few days. It had been more than a month since it had given me
any problems, but when Betty hit me just now, I could feel a sharp
pain and then numbness as the knee started to go out.

Retrospectively speaking, it probably hadn’t been such a good idea
to share my knee problems with Betty while we were in bed last night.
Note to self…

I dropped down to my knees and Betty grabbed my throat in both
hands, digging her nails into my skin as she pushed me back on the
ground. I tumbled back and took her with me, feeling sharp pain in my
neck as she tried to puncture the skin. When I was flat on my back, I
slid both hands between our bodies and quickly moved them up under
her arms. I twisted my thumbs into the nerve clusters near her elbows
and she yelped in agony, her grip on my neck loosening.

Then I jammed my right index finger into her trachea and caused
her to gag and cough violently. Betty rose up on her knees and raised
her hands to her own throat, thus exposing her entire upper body to
me. I punched her in the stomach once more, and as she bent forward,
rotated my body to the side and drove an elbow into the side of her
face, knocking her off of me and onto the ground several feet away.

I was breathing heavily now and sweating, and bleeding. I sat up
and took a deep breath, then tried to stand. That last part was not so



easy. My left knee was still numb but some feeling was returning. I was
able to stand with most of my weight on my right leg for the moment.

Betty Seabode was lying on her stomach coughing and gagging
and moaning. The fight had left her now. Good.

And she was still alive.
Even better.
Suddenly I sensed movement behind me and turned.
Frank Lushane was kneeling by the bumper of Betty’s car, his skin

pale and lifeless, a large stain of blood covering the front of his shirt.
None of that really concerned me at the moment. What did was the
9mm SIG-Sauer pistol in his right hand pointed directly at me, albeit
unstably.

He fired and I was already diving toward the ground, rolling over
and over as more shots rang out. We were about twenty feet apart and
had he been in better condition he probably would have been able to
hit me by now. But he was in terrible shape and this gave me a slight
advantage.

By the time he’d fired the eighth shot, I had managed to close the
distance between us and slammed my left fist down on the wrist of the
hand that held the pistol, snapping it and causing the weapon to fall to
the ground. Lushane grimaced but he probably couldn’t feel too much
right now. I saw his left hand move toward his belt and he was
fumbling for something.

A moment later, a folding knife came out and he was working very
hard to flick it open. He was a determined fucker, I’ll give him that.
Then I remembered how he had taken great pleasure in working me
over and how he had intended to shoot me with my own P-32.

Ignoring the unopened knife in his left hand, I slammed the front
side of my right fist into his throat, then moved behind him, the car at
my back, and took a hold of his head. Following a quick and violent
snap, Lushane’s lifeless body flopped to the ground, the knife still
unopened in his left hand. I probably should have kept him alive for
interrogation too, but right now, I really wasn’t feeling all that
charitable or chatty.

Betty Seabode had rolled over and was lying on her side. She had
seen me kill her partner and the look in her eyes was a combination of



terrible pain and awesome dread. I knelt down and retrieved my Glock
from Lushane’s waistband, then I stood back up and started over
toward the (very soon-to-be Ex) Air Force Security Forces major.

My left knee felt somewhat better now, but I wasn’t feeling too
charitable toward Betty Seabode at this moment either.

Somehow, I think she sensed this. That could explain why she was
trying to crawl away as I approached her.

And unfortunately for her, she wasn’t getting very far very fast.



Chapter 51

As I raced back to Nellis, I made several phone calls. I was glad
this wasn’t fifteen or twenty years ago before cell phones were all the
rage. Back then, it would’ve probably taken me forever to get in touch
with most of the people I needed to talk to this Sunday afternoon. But
today, even when people are away from their offices spending time
with their families and relaxing, most of them still carry their cell
phones.

Mary Anne Tellez had made it back from her hiking trip with her
husband and kids and was preparing to get started on making dinner
when I reached her. She could tell by the tone in my voice that she
should listen and not interrupt. When I finished talking, she said she
understood and would get moving right away. I thanked her and hung
up.

Will Jordon was actually in his office at OSI Headquarters up in
Maryland. His weekend had been a working one and he was not a
happy man when we spoke; even less so after I told him what I had
just found out. He swore vehemently and often, and then said he was
going to call his boss, the commanding general of OSI. I said I thought
that was a good idea and hung up.

Now I was at the main entrance to Nellis and rolling up to the two
heavily armed SFs stationed there. I was alone and driving their
commanding officer’s staff car, whom they had observed leaving
earlier with me. They might be curious now, but flashing my ID should
do the trick. Hopefully.

Because Betty Seabode was in charge of security, I couldn’t be sure
if she had some of her other officers working off-book with her, which
at the moment meant I couldn’t afford to trust any of them. So in
addition to having my ID ready I also had my Glock tucked under my
right leg, handy just in case.



Luckily, it was not needed and I was waved through and saluted.
Once through the gate I poured on the speed, despite the posted limits
of between fifteen and twenty miles per hour. I had already spoken to
Agent Stovall and she told me Terri was still at her squadron
headquarters, now sequestered in the ready room with her senior staff.
I didn’t want to say anything about what I knew over the phone, but I
did warn her that there was a problem, issuing orders that she and
Chavez stay alert and very close to the principal. Even if she went to
the bathroom, Stovall should accompany her, regardless of objections.
Stovall assured me she understood, despite my circumspection, and I
had hung up.

It seemed to take an eternity, but was really only a few minutes,
and then I was pulling up in front of Terri’s headquarters and parking
in one of the visitors’ slots. There were two SFs posted at the entrance
and another couple walking the perimeter, their M-4 assault rifles
slung over their shoulders. Once again, I wondered if any of them had
been co-opted by their commanding officer. No way to know for sure
right now, so I’d just have to wing it.

I climbed out of the car, my Glock held low at my right side and
my OSI badge affixed to the left side of my jacket. The bruises on my
face and the blood on the front of my shirt and jacket were hard to
miss and I saw the SFs frown as I approached them, but none of them
aimed their weapons at me.

“Are you alright, sir?” one of them asked, concern on his young
face. “Are you hurt?”

“I’m fine, Airman,” I told him coolly. “Stand aside, please.”
The tone of my voice gave no quarter for resistance and the young

airman was accustomed to following the orders of superiors without
question. He and his partner parted and I walked right past them, a
slight tingle at the base of my spine. If either of them were hostile any
moment now I’d be feeling a bullet enter somewhere along that region.

But this did not happen, and I made it into the building
unmolested. I took a deep breath, released it, and kept walking.

At Terri’s office, another SF was posted. She saw me and her face
became a mask of concern as well. She asked if I was hurt or needed
help and I told her no, passing on by.



The ready room is located at the back end of the first level and I
quickly moved down the corridor, took a right turn, and then saw both
Chavez and Stovall standing down the hall in front of a set of double
doors. Above their heads was a red light and it was illuminated,
meaning a classified meeting was taking place and only authorized
personnel were allowed in.

I walked down to the two agents, limping slightly as my left knee
continued to give me trouble, and as soon as the two of them got a
good look at me, they, too, showed concern. Shaking my head, I waved
them away.

“Look, it’s a long story,” I told them. “No time to go into it right
now. Who’s in that room with Terri?”

“Major Banks,” Stovall said. “The squadron DCO. Major Harry,
Captain Brooks, Captain Fraker, Lieutenant Ossling, and I believe
Master Sergeant Molina, the squadron first sergeant.”

“Anybody else been in that room since they went in?” I said,
looking from one to the other of them.

“Just Colonel Wilkerson,” Stovall answered, her eyes glancing
down at the front of my shirt. “A few minutes in the beginning. Then
he left.”

“Anybody else?” I said.
“Colonel Whitfield’s admin assistant,” Chavez put in. “Sergeant

Parker.”
“Shit!” I swore. “How long ago?”
Chavez checked his watch.
“Maybe ten minutes,” he said. “Probably less.”
“Fuck!” I swore again, pushing past them. “Come on!”
I shoved the double doors open, and as soon as I did, found myself

staring at a group of annoyed officers who at this moment considered
themselves to be in the midst of the most important thing in the world.
They definitely didn’t like being disturbed. This also included the
commander of the 414th Combat Training Squadron, Lieutenant
Colonel Terri Whitfield, call-sign Blackball. However, as soon as she
and the others caught sight of me, they all recoiled and most of the
annoyance and arrogance of pilots drained from them.



Terri was seated at the head of the table, now dressed in her much
more comfortable dark green flight suit. She stood up and leaned on
the table.

“What the hell happened to you, Derrick?” she demanded.
I didn’t answer, just raced around the table and forcefully took her

by the arm.
“You gotta get out of here now, Colonel,” I told her. “All of you.

Out! Now!”
Whether the rest of them came or not was really not my concern,

but nonetheless I didn’t want to leave them either, so I told Chavez
and Stovall to make sure they got out.

Terri didn’t resist, her body stiff against mine as I led her into the
corridor and then turned left, moving at a quick but cautious pace.

“Derrick, what’s happened?” she asked again. “Did someone
attack you? Where are we going?”

“Not now, Terri,” I said. “I promise you that I’ll tell you everything
in a bit. But right now I need to get you out of this building and some
place safe. Your security has been compromised. Actually, it’s been
compromised for a very long time, but I’ll get into that later. Come on,
we’ll…”

We had just turned the corner that led to the main hallway on the
first level. At the far end were two SFs, and with them was Staff
Sergeant Emilia Parker. The expression on the young NCO’s face was
calm and even cold, almost as cold as the Beretta in her left hand.
Terri froze when she saw her assistant, and the weapon she carried.
She was about to say something but I shoved her back down the hall
and covered her with my body as I raised my Glock and started firing.
One of the SFs went down but Parker and the other one ducked and
returned fire.

“What the hell’s going on?” Terri demanded, crouching down
behind me. “Is Emilia a part of this?”

“It would appear so, Terri,” I told her, a hint of irony in my voice.
“But we’ll discuss it later.”

I peered back around the wall that we were using for cover and
saw the other SF and Parker inching our way, both on opposite walls.
The SF raised his M-4 and loosed off a full auto volley and I ducked



back. Then there was an explosion behind us.
Terri recoiled and I pulled her down further with my free hand as

the fire alarm and sprinkler system activated. Behind us, the other
officers from the ready room and Chavez and Stovall came running.
Not a moment too soon.

“Two hostiles down the opposite corridor to the left,” I quickly
explained to the other agents. “One with a pistol and the other with an
M-4 and a sidearm.”

Chavez and Stovall nodded, their SIGs in their hands and held
ready.

I told Stovall to stay with Terri and to keep her covered, and then
Chavez and I looked at one another, knowing what we had to do.

I went first, going low and diving out into the corridor. Chavez
went high, firing as he stepped out, emptying half a magazine before I
fired a single shot. It really didn’t matter though. The corridor was
clear.

I got to my feet quickly and told Chavez to watch the hall.
“They’ve moved,” I said to Stovall. “We’re going to get her out of

here now. The rest of you get out the back way. You aren’t the target.
They want Whitfield. Go, now!”

I could tell none of the officers wanted to leave their commander,
but I didn’t have time for this. Terri looked at her DCO and nodded.

“Get out of here, Bob,” she commanded. “Get the rest of them to
safety. I’m putting you in charge. Don’t worry about me. They’ll keep
me safe.”

Major Bob Banks nodded dourly, reached out and touched Terri’s
arm, then he turned and ordered the others to follow him out the back.

Chavez said the corridor was still clear and I stepped back out, my
weapon leading the way, held with two hands. Chavez and I were side
by side as we cautiously moved up the hall, Terri and Stovall behind
us. Inside I was as cold as ice, my pulse and heartbeats nearly
undetectable. I knew that after all of this was over I would feel
everything and probably shake for the better part of a half hour, but
right now, there was an eerie calm that engulfed me. This happened
every time I found myself facing brutal confrontations, fighting to
survive; it was how I knew I would survive. It was my edge.



Suddenly the door at the end of the corridor burst open and the
rogue SF reappeared. He started spraying the hallway with short
bursts and Chavez and I both opened fire, striking him several times
and knocking him back through the doorway. Behind us, Stovall had
dropped to the floor and covered Terri’s body with her own. I glanced
back and was about to reach down to help them up when I saw
Sergeant Parker step around the corner from the right and raise her
Beretta. She fired before I could aim and Ernesto Chavez fell back,
bouncing off the wall behind him before pitching forward to the floor.

I crouched down and fired two rounds in quick succession but
Parker was already out of the line of fire, dropping down to her knees
and continuing to shoot. One of her rounds nicked my right ear and
the stinging pain was immediate. I grimaced and gritted my teeth,
steadying my weapon and firing again.

We were both shooting now, squeezing triggers, bullets sailing by,
it was as if we were caught up in our own deadly little world where
nothing else could affect us. Everything happened in slow motion, out
of time with normal reality. Surreal.

There was one piece of reality that I could not forget, however. I
knew her weapon held more rounds than mine and I was running out
fast.

Suddenly Parker’s body recoiled from an impact and the front of
her perfectly pressed Air Force blue uniform shirt began to turn
crimson. It was at that same moment that the slide on my pistol locked
back. Despite being hit with the heavy caliber hollow point, Emilia
Parker still managed to stay upright. However, her left arm had fallen
to her side, the Beretta still in hand. There were tears in her eyes but
her face showed almost nothing. Then I saw a flicker in her eyes. Steel
and fire.

She raised her weapon once more.
I pulled the little .32 from my waistband with my left hand and

started firing as I brought it up. It held eight rounds. At least four went
into Emilia Parker.

This time she did go down.
And I was really hoping that she wouldn’t be getting back up any

time soon.



Chapter 52

“So does this wrap everything up, Agent?”
“We’re not exactly sure, General. My agents have been busy over

the last twenty-four hours. We’ve made eight other arrests and seized
a lot of hardware. This was a very extensive operation that Frank
Lushane was running. And not all of it was directed against Colonel
Whitfield. It seems that he has been a player in the international
smuggling and covert operations game for quite some time, but has
never been caught. Or even suspected for that matter. Until now. We’ll
be sorting this all out for a long time to come.”

Brigadier General Mark Garrison looked from where Mary Anne
Tellez stood at the left front side of his desk over to where Terri
Whitfield and I sat in front of it.

“Agent Olin, I have to say, son, that you did one hell of a job on
this,” the wing commander said to me. “If it hadn’t been for you we
might never have realized the extent to which our security was
compromised. And here we were all thinking that Betty Seabode was
just incompetent at her job, but it turns out she was deliberately
sabotaging things. Never would have suspected that. You know she
had a very good record prior to coming here. Not a star, but a solid
officer, fairly good performance evals. I just can’t imagine what made
her turn.”

“The money, General,” I told him flatly. “At least that’s what she
told me. She knew her career would be over in a couple of years and
then she’d have to get by on half her present salary. She didn’t like her
future prospects so when Frank Lushane approached her with the
promise of a lot of money, she jumped at the chance. An old story.”

The general shook his head wearily.
“And she sold out her country for that?” he said. “And so did the

others, Sergeant Parker and the SFs. I just don’t understand people



these days.”
Mary Anne glanced over at me and then back at Garrison.
“Major Seabode is being held in the jail ward of Lake Meade

Hospital Medical Center, sir. She’s been officially placed under arrest
and I have agents posted around-the-clock. She was not a direct part
of Lushane’s overall operation and her knowledge is limited there, but
we’ll squeeze her for everything she knows. With luck, she’ll be able to
help us learn more. I take it the Air Force will want to prosecute her as
well?”

“You bet your ass, Agent Tellez,” the general said with fire, his
solid Midwestern accent as pronounced as I have ever heard it. “I will
personally convene an official inquiry. I’ve already spoken to the heads

of OSI and JAG up in D.C. SecAF
[6]

 is also onboard. When the Bureau

gets done with her she will be prosecuted under the UCMJ
[7]

, and I’m
hoping like hell we get to put her to death. Treason during wartime.
She deserves nothing less.”

Mary Anne nodded, and then looked at Terri.
“Are you alright, Colonel?” she said.
Terri sighed and looked over.
“Yeah, I’m fine, Agent. Thank you. I was just thinking about

Sergeant Parker. She had worked for me for nearly two years. She was
even deployed with me the last time I was in Afghanistan. I thought I
knew the woman. Hell, I was gonna recommend her for OTS! And
then she tried to kill me? God am I a bad judge of character.”

“I think we all got a few things wrong here, Terri,” I said to her. “I
should have ordered a background on Betty Seabode and I didn’t. If I
had, maybe something would have jumped out and I could’ve made a
connection between all of this and Sergeant Parker. I knew Parker
used to be an SF early in her career. Apparently that’s when Betty met
her.”

“But even if you had known that, Derrick, it wouldn’t have
necessarily pointed you to a connection between the two of them and
everything that was happening.”

I looked over at the senior FBI agent.



“No, Mary Anne, not necessarily. But then I might have seen some
other things. I’m sure that once you review all the aspects of this case
you’ll see things that we should have caught. The biggest one is that
misdirect Betty pulled with this Hal Roderick guy. And Bullfrog. I
talked with LVPD this morning. They never heard anything about
those two names. She made it up, and used it to lure me off the base
yesterday and into a trap.”

“A trap that you turned around,” Mary Anne said. “But I see your
point. I should have paid more attention to that too. Especially after
you told me and she looked kind of nervous when you mentioned it
during our meeting last week. I was too focused on that other thing
from five years ago; which turned out to be a dead end.”

“So we all missed a lot,” I said, glancing at Terri.
Silence followed.
General Garrison turned to stare out of his window for a few

minutes, the day beyond cloudy and gloomy, and Terri glanced down
at her hands. I stared over at Mary Anne Tellez and she stared back.
She had on a black pantsuit today and a white pullover blouse that
showed a good amount of chest. She wasn’t wearing a necklace today
and the look was very stimulating.

I really should’ve put that thought right out of my mind, given my
recent track record. Hell, for all I know Mary Anne could be the ring
leader in all of this and any minute now she’ll pull her SIG and start
blasting away.

Probably not.
Or at least I hope not.
Garrison turned back around and he was once again the all-

powerful and resolute commander. His palms were flat on the back of
his desk and he stared directly at Terri.

“Well, Colonel, you’ve got to go get packed. I’ve received word
from ACC HQ. We’ve been green-lit. Your deep-strike strategy is being
implemented at the beginning of next week. The President and Sec-

Def
[8]

 will be issuing a joint statement following the initial phase of
the new offensive, assuming we get the results we’re hoping for.”

Terri’s face was serious but I could see pride there as well. She



nodded and stood. I stood with her.
“Thank you, sir,” she said crisply. “And Major Banks?”
The general stood as well and smiled.
“I endorsed him to replace you as squadron commander, Colonel.

Colonel Wilkerson agrees. He should be selected for lieutenant colonel
in the next cycle anyway, two months from now.”

Terri smiled.
“Very good, sir,” she said. “Thank you.”
The general nodded, then looked down and reached into the

center drawer of his desk, extracting a small blue box.
“And this is for you, Colonel,” he said, his face also containing a

fair amount of pride. “I don’t want you to assume your new command
under dressed.”

Terri took the box and opened it with a curious expression on her
face, and as soon as she saw what was inside she smiled again, every
tooth in her mouth on display.

She reached inside and took out the two silver eagles.
I smiled as well, touching my friend on the shoulder.
“Well, well, congratulations, Colonel,” I said to her.
Mary Anne smiled and came over and hugged her.
The general pulled a letter of appointment from his drawer as well

and then officially promoted Terri to full colonel. Mary Anne and I
removed the silver oak leaves from the epaulets of her jacket and
replaced them with the eagles, and then she and General Garrison
shook hands.

My job appeared to be at a conclusion, and my client was alive.
That’s the way assignments are supposed to end.

Nevertheless, I still had a thing or two to take care of before
leaving Las Vegas.

One of them was this gorgeous fed standing just a few feet away
from me.

The other was going to be just as satisfying. At least for me.



Chapter 53

Ernesto Chavez had initially been taken to the base infirmary, but
due to the seriousness of his wounds, he was transported to Lake
Meade Hospital Medical Center where he was operated on and
stabilized. By late Monday afternoon, he was in recovery and awake.
His doctors said he would make a full recovery but would have to work
restricted duty for a while. After seeing Terri back to her office so that
she could meet with her staff before going home to pack, I went over to
visit Chavez. The FBI was taking over Terri’s protection until she was
off-base. At present, all Air Force Security personnel were suspect and
there weren’t enough OSI agents to handle the job, especially with
Chavez down. So Mary Anne Tellez had personally assigned agents she
trusted with the lives of her own kids to look after Terri.

Chavez was asleep when I got to the hospital but his partner was
there and she and I spent a few minutes in the hallway outside his
room talking. She had been up all night and it showed, but when I
suggested that she should go back to the VOQ and get some rest, Amy
Stovall quite emphatically told me no. So I left it alone. I could
understand her not wanting to leave her partner. In her shoes, I’d
probably feel the same way.

I told her that I’d be leaving in another day, just had a few other
details to wrap up. She told me that it had been a pleasure to serve
with me. Typical thing for military personnel to say at the completion
of a tour of duty, but somehow I didn’t get the impression she was
lying. Probably not. Amy Stovall was still young and had a lot of life
ahead of her. Probably still told the truth more than she lied. Given
time, this would change though. I had no doubt about that. If nothing
else, Betty Seabode was a good life lesson on that subject.

After leaving Stovall outside Chavez’s room on the fourth floor, I
went down to the basement where the jail ward was located. I still



retained my OSI credentials and badge and getting through security
was not difficult at all, although I did have to leave my weapons in a
lockbox outside.

I signed the log and was then escorted down to the room where
Betty Seabode was being held. Two FBI agents stood at the door and
they checked my ID as well, saying that ASAC Tellez had cleared me
for entry. They stood aside and let me pass.

Betty Seabode was sitting up—kind of—in bed when I stepped
inside the small private room. She was awake and aware, and when
she realized who her visitor was her whole body recoiled. Both arms
and legs were in casts and they were suspended from an apparatus
above the bed.

I shut the door behind me and slowly walked over to her.
“You don’t have to worry, love,” I said softly. “I’m not here to hurt

you anymore. I didn’t want to the last time either, but you were being
obstinate. This time I hope you will be more accommodating.”

Betty’s once brilliant blue eyes were now dull with unabashed fear,
and the hell of it was she couldn’t scream because her jaw was wired
shut.

I pulled a chair up to the side of the bed and sat down. Betty tried
to crane her neck so that she could keep me in sight but the position
was too awkward and I heard her begin to whimper.

I sighed.
“This might be more difficult than I thought,” I said, more to

myself. “You can’t talk. Your arms and legs are at an awkward angle,
and I understand there is some nerve damage. I suppose we’ll have to
work out a system. Eye blinks or something. Because before I leave
here, lover girl, you will thoroughly convince me that you have told me
and the FBI everything about the threat to Colonel Terri Whitfield’s
life. Moreover, if you fail to convince me… well let’s just say that I have
not yet begun to inflict true pain on you, my dear. Believe me.”

Apparently she did.
When I left her room an hour later I was thoroughly convinced.
And Betty Seabode was still alive, but probably wishing she

wasn’t.



Chapter 54

…a week and a half later
 

My cell phone rang four times before I could untangle myself to
answer it. After mentally identifying the caller, I listened for two
minutes. The report was brief, circumspect, but detailed enough to tell
me what I wanted to know.

“Thank you very much,” I said into the receiver.
“You’re quite welcome,” the sensual voice on the other end

responded. “Actually I think we owe you a favor on this one, Derrick.
I’ll have to think of some appropriate way to repay you.”

I chuckled, glancing off to my left.
“Repayment is not necessary, Nic. As long as you’ve made sure

that my friend has no reason to worry any longer.”
“Done,” replied Nicola Calavici. “You know how efficient Shelbee

can be in these matters.”
I nodded, the smile fading from my face.
“Quite,” I said. “Good bye, Nic.”
“Good bye, Derrick,” said the Undersecretary of Homeland

Security for Counterintelligence and Covert Security. “Stay well. I’m
sure we’ll talk again.”

I closed my cell phone and put it back on the nightstand,
momentarily lost in thought. A few seconds later Deana Eddington
climbed on top of me and pressed her naked body flat against mine.

“Was that the call you were waiting for?” she asked, her face very
close to mine.

I slipped my arms around her and squeezed gently.
“It was,” I confirmed.
“Is everything alright?” she asked.
“Everything is perfect,” I told her. “Especially this part.”
“What part?” she grinned.
I slipped my hands down her back and slowly stroked her slender



buttocks.
“This part,” I told her. “And every other part of you. Everything is

perfect.”
Dee smiled again and kissed me. I could feel the arousal start deep

in my loins and closed my eyes, letting it take me over. Briefly, I
considered the details of my most recent foray into harm’s way. Far
more things had been going on than I realized. In the beginning, it
appeared that my principal was being harassed by some stalker with
an axe to grind. But in the end, it turned out that she'd been targeted
by a professional mercenary with links to an Al-Qaeda action team
looking for a way to stop a new U.S. initiative aimed at turning things
around in Afghanistan. Who would have thought? I’ve been out of that
game for way too long. It’s too complicated and convoluted for my
simple mind to contend with these days. And I’m glad of that. I like the
kind of work that I do now. I’m a bodyguard, I protect people, plain
and simple. And even though there are plenty of difficulties and
surprises along the way, it’s still familiar to me. I’m comfortable with
it.

And speaking of familiar and comfortable… At this precise
moment, I was in very familiar surroundings with someone completely
familiar, trustworthy, and comfortable.

And everything was just perfect.

[1]
 See Inactive? by Stellen Qxz.

[2]
 Air Force Reserve Base.

[3]
 Visiting Officers Quarters.

[4]
 The hard-deck is the minimum operational safety flight level for a

training mission. If a fighter passes below the hard-deck the exercise is
suspended immediately. Hard-deck violations are severely punished in the
U.S. Air Force.

[5]
 Q&DOPC: Quick and Dirty Offensive Personal Combat. A fighting



style developed by a CIA security instructor in the late 1980s and taught to
aspiring Special Agents in the Office of Security’s Protective Programs
Group.

[6]
 Secretary of the Air Force.

[7]
 Uniform Code of Military Justice.

[8]
 Secretary of Defense.
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