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Bullies, thugs, and killers, all the scum that regular people fear
and try to avoid.  But Derrick Olin has never been confused with a
regular person, and there isn’t much that he fears.  So when he’s
asked to help out a group of people who’ve recently found
themselves on the receiving end of a series of bad tidings, Derrick
doesn’t hesitate. The usual course of events follows.  The violence
escalates, Derrick retaliates, and soon there are a lot of very
unhappy people everywhere.  The only difference this time is that
Derrick is no longer the lone wolf that he’s used to being.  Now
there’s someone in his life, someone who really cares about him,
and someone that he really cares about.  For the first time in his life
this usually coldblooded operator is having serious doubts about his
chosen path, and these doubts could jeopardize his current
mission.  So now, in addition to dealing with the armed killers
who’ve targeted his latest clients, Derrick also has to decide
whether or not he should continue with the life he’s been
leading.  It’s the end of the series, but is this the end of the Derrick
Olin that we’ve all come to know and love?  Will the fear consume
him, or will Birmingham’s best bodyguard emerge… Fearless!

Author's Note:
Originally intended to be the end of the series, but the character

just had too much left to do, so he returns to the streets of
the Magic City in Rogue approximately three years later.
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Prologue

I’ve never been one for eating out at fancy or expensive
restaurants, even when someone else is paying. But sometimes
exceptions can and must be made. Especially when the person inviting
me out to lunch is so persuasive. Not to mention very easy on the eyes;
and other parts.

I hadn’t seen Nadya Simon in a while and when she called me
yesterday afternoon, a smile came to my face as soon as I heard her
deep, sexy voice. She had been a bit cryptic on the phone, which really
wasn’t like Nadya, who was usually quite direct. More so than I
sometimes liked. But I got the impression whatever she wanted to talk
to me about was important and when she asked me out to lunch for
the following day I told her that I was available. Always available for
her. That comment evoked the expected flirty response, and after
another five minutes, she told me where we would meet.

So here I was now on a cloudy but warm Wednesday afternoon in
mid-March being escorted to a table in the back of Shula’s Steakhouse
in the Riverchase Galleria in Hoover by a petite redheaded waitress
named Janine. When we reached the table, I found Nadya Simon
seated with another woman. Nadya looked up at me and smiled
widely, standing and coming around the table to embrace me.

It had been a while since I had experienced one of Nadya’s hugs
too. Kind of nice.

When she released me, she stood back and stared up into my eyes,
an expression of wicked pleasure in her dark orbs.

“Hello there, handsome,” she said, then leaned over and kissed me
on the lips. “As beautiful as ever.”

If I was one to blush, Nadya Simon would most certainly evoke
one from me on every occasion, but even so, she still got my juices
flowing.



“Good to see you, Nadya,” I managed through a slightly
constricted throat. “It’s been a while.”

She continued to stare up at me, smiling.
“Yes, it has. Too long. I missed you.”
We stared at one another for another few seconds, neither of us

uncomfortable with the silence—Nadya probably more relaxed than I.
The waitress (Janine) stood off to the side with her hands folded

in front of her, watching. Nadya suddenly turned to the young woman
and smiled.

“Would you please bring Mr. Olin a glass of water?” she said, then
took my arm and led me to a chair.

Once we were both seated, Nadya introduced me to the other
brunette at the table.

“Derrick, I’d like you to meet Michelle Mullins, a very dear friend
of mine.”

“Hello, Ms. Mullins,” I said, extending my hand to the other
woman.

She smiled and took my hand.
“Please, call me Michelle,” she said.
I stared into her deep brown eyes for a moment and nodded. Quite

an attractive woman. I’d put her age close to mine, probably a year or
two older, which meant early/mid forties. Her body, what I could see
of it, seemed trim and in shape. She took care of herself and was very
aware of her appearance. Her clothes were fashionable but I didn’t
think they were overly expensive. Probably lived a good life, but not a
privileged one. Unlike our dining companion. Nadya Simon’s life was
very good and very privileged.

“Michelle, this is Derrick Olin, of course,” Nadya went on. “The
man I’ve been telling you so much about. A very capable man who will
no doubt be able to help with this matter.”

I glanced at Nadya, my greatest cheerleader. She smiled in return
and touched my hand on the table, squeezing it briefly.

“Derrick, Michelle is the city manager for Center Point. And right
now she’s got a bit of a problem that I have told her you might be able
to help her with, considering your skills and all.”

I nodded slowly, glancing over at Michelle Mullins. “What sort of



problem?”
Michelle looked across the table at Nadya, hesitation in her eyes.

Nadya nodded encouragingly.
“Michelle, you can trust Derrick with this. Believe me. He is very

good. I assure you.”
Michelle nodded and took a deep breath, then turned and looked

into my eyes.
“If Nadya vouches for you then that says a lot. How familiar are

you with Center Point, Mr. Olin?”
“Derrick, please,” I told her. “And I know where it is on a map.

Been there a lot over the years. I suppose I know something. Why?”
“Have you been following the news lately regarding my city?”
“I don’t really follow the news these days,” I told her. “And lately

I’ve been busy with something else. What’s been in the news?”
She took another deep breath.
“Are you aware of the situation regarding the influx of immigrants

into this country from Mexico and other Latin American countries,
Derrick?”

“Somewhat?” I told her.
“Well you may not be aware that here in the Birmingham metro

area we have been experiencing quite a big influx ourselves.
Thousands every year, and growing exponentially.”

“I am not aware of the statistics,” I told her. “But I imagine the
numbers are growing. Particularly since all the trouble started in
Mexico with the drug gangs and their battles with the police and army.
But tell me what your problem is. How does this affect Center Point?”

“Quite a lot actually, Derrick. In Center Point, our Latino
population has been growing steadily every year for the past five yeas.
So much so, that it is now estimated that our total population is
probably twenty percent Latino. Maybe more.”

“Alright,” I said. “And is this your problem? Because if it is I really
don’t see how I can help. Nadya has no doubt told you that I’m in the
security business, but border and immigration security is not my
thing.”

“No, no, Mr. Olin. Derrick. I’m not interested in hiring you to do
something about our immigration situation. Although there are a



number of people in city and county governments who would love to
do just that. No, I want to hire you for another reason. Perhaps I
should explain in detail.”

The waitress arrived with my water, and after setting it down, she
asked if we were ready to order. None of us had looked at our menus
yet so we paused the conversation long enough to do so. Once the
orders were placed Janine departed and I looked back over to Michelle
Mullins. Her brown eyes were now darker and more serious and I
could tell that she was wrestling with something deep inside.

I waited, glancing over at Nadya, and she smiled at me. She might
have been in her mid-fifties but Nadya Simon was still one of the
sexiest women I have ever known. And she knows that too. Boy does
she know it!

Michelle cleared her throat and I looked back to her.
“Derrick, my position is not very popular with the city council or

the county commission, but I really don’t care. I work for the mayor
and the people of the city of Center Point. I’ve got backing from the
mayor for now and that’s all I need. Well, I’ve also got backing from
our mutual friend here.”

Michelle paused and smiled briefly at Nadya. Nadya smiled in
return.

“You’ve always got my support, Michelle,” she told her. “I’ve
always got your back.”

“What’s up?” I asked.
“There is a small organization called the Center Point Cultural

Center,” Michelle Mullins told me. “It started up about six months ago
and is run by a gentleman by the name of Miguel Ebony. He has a
Ph.D. in economics from Tennessee State and about five years ago, he
moved down to Alabama and got a job at Birmingham Southern. Then,
about two years ago, he gave that up and became an advocate for
immigration rights. He is very passionate about the subject, and very
determined. I met him about eight months ago, and it was because of
him, not to mention his very persuasive arguments, that I agreed to
help set up the Cultural Center in Center Point, over the objections of
quite a few very powerful people I might add. As you can imagine, not
too many people are keen on immigration of any kind right now,



especially when it involves people from south of the border who don’t
speak very much English. Nonetheless, we managed to get the center
opened, thanks in large part to generous support from the Simon
Charities.”

I glanced over at Nadya again and she grinned at me.
“You know I can never say no to a worthy cause,” she teased.
“So what’s going on now?” I asked Michelle. “If you’re sitting here

talking to a bodyguard then I have to imagine that there have been
problems. Probably some significant ones.”

Michelle paused again and gathered her thoughts. I could see her
color rising a bit too and suspected that this subject was very
uncomfortable for her, perhaps even angering. Interesting, I thought.
And perhaps telling too.

I waited until she was ready to continue.
“From the beginning there were problems,” Michelle said in a

subdued tone. “A lot of people complained to the city council and
mayor’s office about the center being opened, about what they felt it
represented. Many of the complaints were pure racist garbage, fear
mongering. There were all kinds of charges about undocumented
immigrants being given refuge or sanctuary within city limits.
Nonsense because that is one thing that Miguel and I discussed at
length before we set up this endeavor. I knew it would be tough to get
support, and if there were even the slightest hint of anything illegal
going on at the center, we would be shut down at once. So I made it
clear—and Miguel agreed by the way—that we would do everything in
our power to ensure that only people that were in this country legally
would be allowed to come to the Cultural Center for assistance. No
exceptions. The primary reason for the existence of the center is to
help the immigrants settle in and find jobs within the community, to
find them homes and to secure healthcare and education for their
children. This cannot be accomplished legally unless the immigrants
are themselves legal. And despite what many of those in opposition
say, the Center Point Cultural Center is not a safe haven for illegal
immigration. It is a place where those who have come to our country
the right way, and often at great personal risk and sacrifice, can seek
help with getting their lives started again. I promise you that it is



nothing more than that. But many people still don’t accept this.
They’re threatened by the Cultural Center and what they think it
represents.”

“And that’s where the problems come from?” I said.
Michelle nodded, and then Janine arrived with our food.
I had ordered a ribeye steak, medium rare, and it smelled

wonderful. I knew at Shula’s it would be only the best cut, and cooked
to perfection. My mouth was salivating with anticipation.

“Why don’t we take a break and eat a little,” Nadya suggested,
picking up her fork and digging into her side salad. “Then Michelle can
finish telling you about her problem.”

“No,” Michelle shook her head firmly. “I need to get this out now.
Please. It won’t take long.”

I nodded. It’s a good thing I’ve got such a strong will. A lesser man
would have fallen on his food with the vigor of a barbarian by now.

“Please continue,” I said, and sounded pretty sincere.
So she did.
When Michelle completed her tale I nodded slowly, thought about

things for a few seconds—mouth still watering—then I glanced at
Nadya whose eyes were fixated on mine.

“I’m not exactly sure what I can do here,” I said. “But I suppose I
can look into it for you, see what I can see.”

Michelle glanced over at Nadya, then back at me.
“Nadya said you’d probably say something like that.”
I smiled.
“She does know me,” I told her.
“Alright,” Michelle said, glancing down at her plate for the first

time. “This looks so good. Okay, Derrick, I’m not sure what you can do
either. The police are involved, supposedly providing more patrols and
such. But I know they aren’t too enthusiastic about the Cultural Center
either. Whatever you can do I would really appreciate.”

“Not a problem,” I said.
“And you should send your bill to me,” Nadya put in.
“Another charitable contribution?” I quipped.
Nadya smiled, a wicked kind of smile filled with all kinds of

possibilities.



“Something like that,” she said, then went back to her salad.
Finally, I was able to enjoy my steak. Still warm and juicy, and

pink on the inside.
Perfect!



Chapter 1

It had started to drizzle a little after I left Shula’s at the Galleria,
but that was alright, I didn’t have far to go. Less than three miles.

I stilled lived in the same furnished apartment in Homewood that
I had been in since moving back to Birmingham when I left the Air
Force years ago. It was beginning to look as if I might never move.

But these days I found myself spending a lot of my time at a house
on Tulip Poplar Drive in Hoover, and after I left my lunch meeting
with Nadya Simon and Michelle Mullins, it was to this house that I
drove.

Hoover is one of the more affluent areas in the Birmingham metro
area and many of the middle class families with the means move here
just as soon as they are able, drawn to the better neighborhoods, better
homes, better schools, and far lower crime rates than Birmingham
proper.

Tulip Poplar Drive is a typical street in Hoover, well maintained,
peaceful, a good environment to raise kids. Almost Leave it to Beaver-
ish. I would really hate to live in a neighborhood like this, and I really
don’t know why. Maybe it’s because this kind of place isn’t real to me.
And maybe that’s the point for everyone else. It isn’t real, it’s ideal.

Whatever, I thought, turning into the circular drive at the front of
the house numbered 841. There was already another jeep in the drive
and I pulled in right behind it, a smile coming to my face and a warm
feeling swelling in my nethers as I considered the symbolism of my
parking.

The rain had picked up considerably by the time I shut the engine
off and I climbed out of my Grand Cherokee, making a dash for the
front porch. I do have a key to the house but I don’t like using it, so I
pushed the button for the doorbell and stood waiting on the porch.

After about a minute, I heard someone behind the door and



smiled, knowing that I was being closely scrutinized through the
peephole. Another ten seconds passed and then the door opened.

“You got a key you know. And I know you didn’t lose it. So why
don’t you use it?”

“Then I wouldn’t get to experience the utter pleasure of having a
beautiful woman come and open the door for me,” I said, grinning
wider.

Traci Brenner stepped out onto the porch in bare feet, raising her
face to mine.

I leaned down and kissed her.
“Get your ass in this house before you drown,” Traci teased.
We went in and she shut the door. Traci stepped close to me once

more, and this time she put her arms around my neck. I put mine
around her waist and when we kissed this time, it lasted for a very long
time. So long in fact that when we finished, somehow our clothes had
inexplicably disappeared and we were in her upstairs bedroom
breathing very heavily; and covered in perspiration.

“And I thought I was gonna have to workout extra hard in the
morning to burn off that lunch I just ate. Guess I don’t have to worry
now.”

Traci grinned and kissed the center of my bare chest as we lay in
the middle of her queen-sized bed, our breathing starting to return to
normal.

“Glad I could help,” she said. “Maybe in a little while you’ll be up
for another round.”

“I’m sure I will,” I told her. “Especially if you keep pressing up
against me like this.”

She snickered and glanced over at the bedside clock.
“M.J. has wrestling practice after school today. Won’t be home

until five. Then we’ll have dinner. You can stay, right?”
“Sure,” I said. “How’s wrestling going anyway?”
“Pretty good,” she said. “I was a little skeptical at first, but now I’m

glad he’s into something physical. He was becoming too introverted
and too much into computers. I know he’s probably going to get a job
in the technical field some day, but he needs to get some other
experiences in life while he’s still young. And wrestling has turned out



to be a good thing for him. He’s in better shape and he’s making some
new friends.”

“That’s good to hear,” I said. “And how is his therapy going?”
“Good,” Traci said, raising her knee across my stomach. “I spoke

with Dr. Chalmers yesterday as a matter of fact and he told me that
M.J. is really doing well. He’s started to open up a lot about his
feelings regarding his father and what happened. I’m glad of that. He
needs to talk about it. I wish he could talk to me, but I’m not really
sure how I feel about everything right now, you know. Hell, I’m seeing
a therapist myself and its hard work.”

I squeezed her shoulders and kissed her forehead.
“When’s your next appointment with Dr. Foley?” I said.
“Tomorrow morning at ten,” Traci said. “You know I really like

her. I’m glad you recommended her. She’s really good.”
“I know that,” I said. “My favorite professor in all of Samford.”
Traci grinned and shifted against me, looking up into my eyes.
“Is that because of how she looks?”
“Do you really think I could be so shallow, lover?”
Traci grinned.
“Absolutely,” she teased. “I know Dr. Foley is an older lady now,

but still a looker. I’ll bet that when you were her student you had a
crush on her.”

“More like a lust for her. As most of the guys in her classes did.
But she really was a good teacher too. Taught me a hell of a lot about
psychology.”

“She speaks of you fondly too.”
“Am I given to understand that I am the topic of conversation

during your sessions?” I said.
“Only a little,” Traci responded. “After all, you are a significant

part of my life now. But mostly the talk about you is centered around
our mutual interest in you.”

“Mutual interest, huh?” I said.
Traci grinned and rolled on top of me, staring down into my eyes.
“Yeah. Mine’s probably a little more personal though. But I do get

the feeling that Charmane might just have had a crush on you too back
then. Tell me, did you and she ever…”



“Now don’t be ridiculous,” I said with a straight face, as much of
one as could be mustered at the moment. “Our relationship has always
been strictly professional.” And as I made that bold declaration my
mind was momentarily transported back several years to a time when

my former professor and I had nearly…
[1]

Traci kissed my lips.
“I wouldn’t care if you had,” she told me seriously. “Then the good

doctor and I would have something else in common, and something
else to talk about. Maybe brag about.”

I chuckled and put my arms around her waist.
“You’re being very bad, young lady. In fact, I think I’m probably

gonna have to spank you now. Very hard.”
Traci grinned, pressing her lower body against mine.
“And you know how hard I really like it,” she said, kissing my lips

once more.
Yes, I knew. I knew so well.



Chapter 2

M.J.—Marcus Brenner, Jr.—was fifteen years old and already as
tall as me, but much more slender; and quite handsome with unruly
dark brown hair like his father’s and light brown eyes like his
mother’s. In many ways he was just a typical average American
teenager, complete with divorced parents, but in his young life he had
had to grow up kind of fast and in some respects was far wiser than his
years. Still, he was kid though, with all that entailed.

It was six o’clock and Traci, M.J., and I were sitting at the dining
table having supper. He had come home an hour ago after finishing up
with wrestling practice and Traci and I were downstairs in the kitchen
making dinner. He was smiling when he saw us and made some half-
assed remark about domesticity. His mom tossed an uncooked slice of
potato at him and M.J. caught it with lightening quick reflexes, then
put it in his mouth and chewed it down. Traci shook her head as she
laughed at him, and then told him to go and wash up for dinner.

Traditionally, I am led to understand, the man sits at the head of
the table during evening meals with the family. But since we are
anything but traditional—and not exactly a family—Traci sits at the
head of the table with M.J. and me on opposite sides. Everyone seems
comfortable with the arrangement.

“So like I was saying earlier, Derrick, that leg lock you showed me
really worked out good. Jimmy Fisher couldn’t break it and he got
really mad when I had him pinned down. Coach came over and
counted him out and Jimmy got really red. First time anybody got him
in a lock he couldn’t break out of.”

I took a sip of the Earl Grey tea I was having with my dinner and
nodded.

“Well I’m glad it worked out for you,” I told him.
“Yeah,” M.J. said, taking a quick mouthful of potatoes, cooked this



time. “It was really sweet. What did you say it was called again?”
“Well it’s a Sambo move,” I told him. “Sambo being a Russian

mixed martial art. It's actually an acronym for the Russian words that
roughly translate to self-defense without weapons. I’m not really an
expert, but I’ve picked up a few things here and there. Sambo requires
a lot of discipline to learn, but as you already know it can be quite
effective.”

“You’re not kidding. Where’d you learn it? In the Air Force?”
“Yeah,” I said. “I was still in service at the time. It was one of

several defense styles I was taught. The most effective one is also a
Russian style known as Systema, the System. Probably one of the best
unarmed combat styles I know of.”

“Sounds awesome,” M.J. said with a grin, looking over at his
mother. “Hey, mom, do you think it would be alright if Derrick taught
me some more stuff? Maybe this Systema thing?”

Traci sighed and put down her fork, staring directly into her son’s
eyes. I knew that despite what she had said earlier about being happy
he was concentrating on something other than computers, she was still
not entirely happy with the fact that her son had chosen wrestling and
fighting for a diversion. It probably reminded her too much of the life
her ex-husband had lived, a life she truly did not want for her son.

“I think that would be up to Derrick,” she said evenly. “I’m not
sure if he has the time. But you could ask him and see.”

Great, I thought, taking a bite of a homemade buttermilk biscuit.
She was shifting it off to me. Perfect.

The boy looked at me expectantly.
I decided not to look at his mother. If I said the wrong thing then

I’m sure I’d hear about it later. Right now I was thinking that it was
probably a good thing that I didn’t live here.

“If you want to learn some practical self-defense tactics, M.J.,
sure, I don’t have a problem with that. I can teach you some things.
Maybe even a few more Sambo moves that’ll foil Jimmy Fisher again.”

“Awesome!” he exclaimed, pumping his fist in the air. “Thanks,
man.”

“Derrick,” Traci said sternly. “Not man. His name is Derrick.”
M.J. nodded at his mother.



“Yes, ma’am,” he said contritely. “Sorry, Derrick.”
I just nodded and went back to my tea. Traci glanced over at me

and smiled. Maybe I hadn’t fucked up after all. This domestic thing
was all new to me. I had never had a long-term relationship like this
with a woman, and certainly not one with a child. There were lines that
I knew I had to be careful not to cross, but right now I wasn’t all that
sure where they were. But I suppose I could take some small comfort
in the knowledge that one day I would cross one of them and then I’d
find out for sure where it was.

After dinner, M.J. said he had homework to do and then asked his
mother for permission to get on the internet.

“Sure,” Traci said. “But only after you’re done with your
homework, and then only for forty-five minutes. Okay, champ.”

“Thanks, mom,” the boy said with a grin. “Hey, Derrick, you gonna
hang around for a while?”

“Probably,” I said, leaning against the kitchen sink. “Why?”
“I was wondering if you could help me with some shelves in my

room after I get done with my homework. I want to put them up on the
wall and mom’s not quite tall enough to help.”

“No problem,” I told him. “I’ll be around.”
“Great,” he said, turning for the door. Then he stopped and turned

back toward us, a hesitant expression in his eyes.
“What is it, M.J.?” Traci asked as she leaned on the island in the

middle of the room.
“Well look, I know this is none of my business, and if you want me

to shut up just say so.”
Traci stood straight up and looked at her son more directly.
“What?”
“I’m not a kid here you know. I know that you and Derrick are

more than really close friends. And I’m cool with it. You and dad are
divorced, mom, and that’s probably a really good thing considering
what happened last year and all. I guess what I’m trying to say is that
you don’t have to feel you need to keep stuff from me to protect me
anymore. I’m doing really good with Dr. Chalmers now and I know
that we both have to move on, get on with our lives. I’m trying, and I
know you are too.”



He stopped talking and the silence grew slightly uncomfortable.
Or perhaps I was just imagining it.

Actually, I was feeling it.
M.J. walked back to the island and looked at his mother for

another minute, then over to me.
“I don’t know if you two are in love or what, and I don’t really care.

But you’re good for each other and you don’t have to pretend for my
sake. So, mom, if you want Derrick to stay here overnight sometimes,
that’s cool with me. Really.”

More silence. Then M.J. grinned and turned and walked out.
I leaned against the sink and watched Traci. After a minute, she

turned around shaking her head.
“My son is very direct sometimes. And I love him for it. I guess we

really haven’t been fooling anybody. So what do you say? You want to
spend the night?”

“I do,” I told her.
“Good,” she told me. “So why don’t you give me a hand with the

dishes and then we can find something to do until the little one goes to
bed.”

I chuckled and took her in my arms, kissing her on the forehead.
“That little one, as you call him, is three inches taller than you,

lover.”
“I know,” she grinned, kissing me on the neck. “He’s gonna be six

feet before he’s seventeen. By the way, you were saying earlier that you
got a job today? Something to do with Nadya Simon?”

I nodded.
“Yeah. I’ll tell you all about it after we get done in here. We’ll go sit

on the sofa in the living room and hold hands just like normal people.
Talk about our days.”

Traci giggled and pinched me on the behind.
“Nothing normal about us, sweet-thing. And I’m glad of that.”
I was glad of it too.
And so many other things as well.



Chapter 3

It was still raining Thursday morning when I woke up at Traci’s
place. Since I can never seem to sleep past five a.m. I climbed out of
bed as quietly as I could and got dressed, then left a note for Traci
telling her I’d call her later in the day.

I went home to my apartment in Homewood, changed into jogging
clothes, and then went for a three mile run in the light falling rain. By
seven o’clock I was freshly shaved and showered and dressed and in
my kitchen making breakfast.

Michelle Mullins had told me she would be at the Center Point
Cultural Center with Miguel Ebony at eight o’clock and I could drop by
any time after that and before ten when she had to leave to attend a
meeting with the mayor. I left my place at seven-thirty as the rain
increased. Center Point is seventeen miles from my place but with the
rain and morning traffic, it took me almost fifty minutes to get there.

The Cultural Center is housed in a small brick building on a side
street off of Center Point Parkway, 19th Avenue Northwest. When I
turned left off the parkway I saw it at once. Not much to look at, as
Michelle had mentioned yesterday, and not the best of surroundings.
Center Point was not a large city—not all that old either because it was
only incorporated less than ten years ago—and so far has not been able
to come up with the money required to spruce up its neighborhoods.
Consequently, there are a lot of rundown areas and the property values
are not all that great. But these days I suppose that’s the way it is in a
lot of places.

I pulled my jeep up in front of the building and shut off the
engine. There were two other cars parked to my left. The one next to
me I didn’t recognize, but the blue Dodge next to it I knew belonged to
Michelle Mullins. It was raining very hard now so I reached into the
backseat and pulled out my umbrella. There wasn’t a great distance to



cover between my vehicle and the front door, but I don’t like getting
wet if I don’t have to.

The front of the building is all glass and there were no curtains or
blinds, so I could see inside as I made my approach. There was no one
visible up front and I lowered my umbrella before stepping inside to a
very well-lit reception area. The bell above the door clanged and I
stood in front of the counter glancing around. The inside was just as
unimpressive as the out, but it was clean.

A few moments later a small dark haired woman of Latino descent
stepped from the back and walked up to the counter, a cautious smile
on her face.

“Good morning, sir,” she said in accentless English. “How may I
help you?”

“My name is Derrick Olin,” I told her. “And I’m here to—”
“Oh, you’re Mr. Olin?” she cut in, her smile warming. “I’ve been

expecting you, sir. It is good to meet you. My name is Claudia. Claudia
Gomez. Mrs. Mullins told me to expect you. She and Dr. Ebony are in
back. I’ll call back there and let them know you’re here. Can I take your
umbrella?”

I passed it over and stepped back from the desk to take a look
around while she made the call. Over to the right of the desk was what
appeared to be a small lounge, and as I turned left and glanced down
the corridor I saw a small room with several computer workstations
against one wall.

Behind me, Claudia put down the phone and told me that Dr.
Ebony and Mrs. Mullins would be right out. Before I could respond, a
door at the opposite end of the reception desk opened and Michelle
Mullins stepped out followed by a tall Latino man with dark hair and
matching goatee. She was dressed in a red pants suit with black
pullover blouse and he was wearing jeans and a white button-down
long sleeve shirt.

They came over to where I was standing and Michelle extended
her hand to me, smiling. Then she turned and introduced Miguel
Ebony.

“A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Olin, thank you for coming.”
“Derrick,” I told him. “Please.”



He nodded, smiling.
“Okay. You can call me Mike. Michelle and I were just talking

about you. She was giving me a rundown on your background. You
were in the Air Force?”

“Yes,” I told him. “Ten years.”
“And now you’re in the private security business?”
“Something like that,” I responded, glancing around briefly. “So

Michelle told me you were having some problems?”
Ebony glanced over at Michelle and his expression became

serious. Then he looked over to where the receptionist stood at the
desk, but only briefly before returning his gaze to me.

“Why don’t we go into my office and talk, Derrick?”
I nodded, and then he turned and led the way in. Guess there were

some things he didn’t want the help to overhear. For her part, Claudia
Gomez didn’t seem all that disappointed. She simply smiled at me and
watched as I followed her boss into his office.



Chapter 4

“It’s not that I’m really keeping anything from the others that
work here,” Ebony said once we were in his small office and seated. He
behind his small wooden desk and Michelle and me on folding metal
chairs in front of it. “Hard to keep secrets around here anyway.
Claudia knows everything I do, but I wanted to talk in private just the
same.”

I nodded but said nothing, and Michelle crossed her legs left over
right and rested her hands in her lap.

Ebony leaned forward on his desk and interlaced his long fingers
together, staring across at me.

“Derrick, I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that a lot of people don’t
like the work I’m trying to do here, with Michelle’s help of course.
There have been several attempts to get the city government to run us
out of here, and they have all failed because everything we do is all
within the law. But that doesn’t stop them from trying, and because
they are getting nowhere on the legal front, some have decided to try
more drastic measures. Dirty tricks, harassment, threats, even some
vandalism. I’m trying to help people here, to get them a fresh start,
and there are other people out there who don’t want that. They’re
scared and they’re angry. A lot of jobs have been lost over the past
decade and a lot of people blame it all on immigration as opposed to
other economic problems. And why not, immigrants are easy targets,
someone convenient to blame. Throughout the country, you hear more
and more stories every day about attacks on immigrants, some
undocumented, but many not. Most of the perpetrators are just
ordinary people who are frightened they’re going to lose their jobs,
their homes, their standard of living. They lash out and attack
innocent people who have come to this country to make a better life
for themselves and their families. Most of these folks are good people



too, only frightened, and they are stirred up by political hacks, mainly
on the right side of the spectrum, with an agenda.”

Ebony paused and glanced over at Michelle Mullins for a moment
before continuing.

“Anyway, as Michelle told you already, lately we’ve been getting
more than our share of harassment and threats. More vandalism too.
I’ve had the tires on my car slashed four times in the last six weeks.
Claudia doesn’t even bring her car in anymore. It’s the same for the
other members of my small staff too. And then there are the calls to
our homes. Mostly hang-ups, but sometimes there are threats made.
There have been five break-ins here in the last month. Nothing really
taken, just equipment trashed. The computers mostly. If it wasn’t for
the generosity of the Simon Charitable Trusts I don’t know what we’d
do about replacing this stuff.”

“Has anyone been hurt?” I asked.
“Not so far,” Ebony responded. “But that’s what I’m worried

about. We’ve filed multiple police reports, but that doesn’t’ really do
any good. They write reports and say they’re investigating, but we
never hear anymore. The local precinct says it’s putting on extra
patrols, but a lot of good that’s done so far. I’m afraid that sooner
rather than later someone will get hurt. Maybe someone on the staff,
or some of the people we’re trying to help. I’d like to prevent that
before it happens. That’s why I talked with Michelle about maybe
hiring someone like you to look into our situation and see about
coming up with some solutions. And she talked with Mrs. Simon and
Mrs. Simon recommended you, said you were the best in the
business.”

I nodded slowly, staring directly at the other man, appraising him,
and what he had told me.

“Do you have any idea who might be behind this?”
“Could be a lot of people,” Ebony replied offhandedly. “As I said, a

lot of people don’t like the center being here. Many of them would be
very glad to see it go away.”

“I’m sure,” I said. “But can you think of anyone specifically who
might be more motivated than most? Someone that perhaps you’ve
had direct confrontations with?”



The reluctance in his dark eyes was easy to spot, and he didn’t
even try to cover it. The silence stretched out for a couple of minutes
and I sat back waiting, completely comfortable.

Finally, Michelle Mullins shifted uncomfortably in her seat next to
me, uncrossing and recrossing her legs. Then she sighed and leaned
forward.

“Mike, tell him already,” she demanded. “Just tell him. Or I will.”
He glanced up sharply and there was something in his eyes that

was a cross between anger and reluctance, and maybe something else.
Another minute went by and then Ebony sighed and looked back at
me.

“There is one guy that I can think of,” he said slowly. “But I have
to tell you right off that I don’t have any proof, and I could be wrong.
Which is why I haven’t mentioned it to the police.”

I waited in silence some more.
“Okay. The guy’s name is Biggs. Luther Biggs. He runs a

construction and consulting company close by and he and I have had a
few run-ins in the past.”

“Alright,” I said, leaning forward in my uncomfortable seat. “Tell
me about Mr. Luther Biggs and these run-ins.”

Ebony looked over to Michelle Mullins once more and this time
his expression was even harder to read. Then he looked at me and
started explaining.



Chapter 5

“I noticed there don’t seem to be any security cameras or alarms.”
Miguel Ebony nodded as we stood out in front of the Cultural

Center at twenty minutes after ten. The rain was still coming down and
we were standing on the pavement just under the awning, which
offered some cover. Michelle Mullins had left us at a quarter to ten to
make her meeting with the Center Point mayor, and afterwards Ebony
had offered to show me around, what little there was to see.

“Yeah,” he said. “We don’t have a whole lot of money in our
operation and what we do get we use to help our clients. My staff is
barely paid minimum wage and there are no benefits. I’m afraid there
is no money for much beyond the basics, such as keeping the utilities
active. Frankly, again, if it weren’t for the generosity of Mrs. Simon, we
would have had to shut our doors long before now; which I’m sure
many would like. If she wasn’t willing to hire you then we wouldn’t be
talking now.”

I nodded, staring out at the dismal little street, watching the
occasional car turn off of the parkway and drive by.

“Well she did express to me that whatever I thought was necessary
to get the job done she’d be willing to pay for. I think at the very least
you should get an alarm, and a couple of cameras might be good too.
Probably cut down on the break-ins and the vandalism.”

Ebony pondered this for a moment, and then glanced at me
apprehensively.

“I’m not sure if we should, Derrick. I mean, I know it would be a
good idea, but I don’t really want to impose on Mrs. Simon like that.
She has already done so much, and she has hired you. I don’t want to
push it.”

“You won’t be, Mike,” I told him. “I’ll be the one pushing it. And
believe me, Nadya won’t mind.”



He stared at me for a little while longer before nodding.
“Alright. Michelle did say that I was to cooperate with you in

whatever way I could, and you are the expert here. I’ll accede to your
wisdom. Can you handle this for me?”

“Of course,” I told him. “I know some people. In fact, it might not
be a bad idea to get a guard posted around here, at least at night, since
that seems to be the time when things start happening.”

“Okay,” he said. “If that’s what you think. I’ll leave it with you.” He
checked his watch. “Hey, Derrick, I’ve got a conference call in about
five minutes and I need to get inside. If you need anything else,
Claudia can help you. I’m sorry but this is a really important call. If
you need to talk further, I’m available after lunch. I’ve got some other
things to take care of this morning, and then I’ve got a lunch date. I’ll
be available from about one-thirty on.”

“That sounds good,” I told him. “I don’t think I need to keep you
any longer. I’ll be going now anyway, to get things started. I’ll drop
back by this afternoon and check in.”

Miguel Ebony nodded and extended his hand. I shook it briefly
and then he turned and went back inside. Since I had already taken the
liberty of retrieving my umbrella from the redoubtable Claudia Gomez,
there was no need for me to reenter the building, so I turned, raised
my umbrella, and headed out to my jeep.

Under ordinary circumstances the visit I was about to make would
be one that filled me with anticipatory delight, however this morning
the anticipation was not so delightful. Actually, it was the exact
opposite. But this visit was necessary, and probably overdue.

I had always known this day would come, it was inevitable. So
there was little choice now but to get on with it.

I started the engine and put on my seatbelt, then sighed and
reached for the gear selector.

Oh well…



Chapter 6

Master-Plan Security, Inc. is the premier private security firm
within the Birmingham metro area. It has the best reputation and the
best personnel in the business, and whenever someone asks me for a
recommendation, Master-Plan is the only company that comes to
mind. Over the years, I’ve had numerous occasions to make such
recommendations and have never had a bad report in return.

Recently Mason Masters, the founder and president of the
company, had decided to pull back from the hands-on management of
the day-to-day operations and relegated this task to his Director of
Business Operations. If I needed to speak with Mace, I knew he would
be available because in addition to being a close business associate he
was also a friend. However, for the matter I needed to discuss today it
really wouldn’t be necessary to bother him, even though part of me
would liked to have circumvented the head of business operations for
less than professional reasons.

Everyone knew me at Master-Plan headquarters on 3rd Avenue
North downtown, so when I walked into the reception area at eleven
a.m. the receptionist smiled and greeted me warmly. I returned the
greeting and told her who I had come to see, saying that I didn’t have
an appointment, but would be grateful if the person in question were
available.

The receptionist grinned at me and said she was sure it would be
no problem. A quick phone call later and this was confirmed. I was
told to go on back because I knew where the office was. Which I did so
well.

Making my way down the short corridor, I ran into a couple of
other folks I knew and said hello, shaking hands, then continued on
my way. Mason Masters’ office is located at the end of the main
corridor and on the right hand side. Directly across the hall from his



office is the one belonging to the executive vice president and chief
operating officer. Next to that office is the one occupied by the
Director of Business Operations, Ms. KeeAnn LaForge.

I stopped in front of the closed office door and took a deep breath,
then knocked and stepped inside when told to do so.

Ms. LaForge sat behind a large steel desk against the far wall of
her medium sized office, a stack of folders before her and a desktop
computer to her right. She was wearing a cream colored button-down
blouse and I spotted a dark suit jacket on the rack in the corner. When
I stepped in and closed the door she did not look up from the file
folder she was reading, and I stood near the door waiting, breathing
easy, or as easily as I could manage.

Finally, KeeAnn LaForge closed the folder and pulled off her
reading glasses, dropping them on the folder in the middle of her desk,
glancing my way, her expression not exactly the warmest I’ve ever
seen. Perhaps I should have bothered Mace.

“Well, well, Derrick Olin. So you are still alive. I guess I’m glad to
see that. You know I’ve called you a few times in the last couple of
months. All I got was your voicemail. Been too busy to get back to me
before now?”

I started across the office and came to stop in front of the desk.
“I have been busy, Kee,” I said in a contrite tone. “But I should not

have avoided you. I’m sorry for that. I don’t have a good excuse for my
behavior. Or any excuse.”

KeeAnn LaForge sat staring up at me with beautiful and cold clear
green eyes, not blinking for nearly a minute. Then she shook her head
and a smile started to raise the corners of her mouth, her full lips
parting slightly.

“Sit your ass down!” she demanded.
I sat.
“Well it wasn’t like we were really in a relationship,” she said,

leaning back in her chair and crossing her long legs, resting her folded
hands on her knees so that I could see the large diamond wedding ring
she now sported. “Just a good time from time to time. A hell of a good
time, if I say so myself.”

I stared at her for a few moments, and then grinned.



“Quite,” I replied.
“But you haven’t been calling,” she said. “You didn’t get married

or something on me, did you?”
“No,” I said. “I didn’t get married.”
KeeAnn stared at me for a few moments, her eyes coolly

appraising me.
“But there is something, isn’t there? You met somebody?”
“It’s complicated, Kee,” I said slowly. “I want to tell you about it,

but right now there just isn’t time. I know I owe you an explanation,
even if we didn’t have an actual relationship, but right now there’s
something else we need to discuss. Something work-related.”

KeeAnn sat back staring at me for a little while longer, nodding
finally and sitting up.

“But we will talk, right?”
“Sure,” I said. “I promise.”
“Okay,” she said, then grinned. “I’ll hold you to that. And if I have

any say in it, our conversation will involve a good bit of nudity.
Probably have to be at your place though, considering I’m married
now and my kids live with us. But anyway…”

I glanced into her eyes for a quick moment, knowing that she was
not joking in the least. I also noted that her idea was rather appealing
to me; and why shouldn’t it have been? Prior to her marriage a few
months ago, Kee and I had had a rather adventurous sexual liaison for
the better part of a year. And even once after she had tied the knot. But
that had been before Traci Brenner had come back into my life,
changing it rather dramatically. And maybe dramatically wasn’t the
right word. Perhaps it was too inadequate to describe the way in which
my life had altered in the past few months. I don’t really know. And
really don’t care. I do know this, however, if Traci wasn’t in my life
right now then there is a very good chance that at this very moment
the lovely and buxom Ms. LaForge and I would be half naked and
playing around on the sofa to the left of her desk; as we had a time or
two before.

But not today.
“What do you want to talk to me about work-wise?” KeeAnn said,

breaking my brief reverie.



“I was hired for a job yesterday,” I began to explain. “And today I
was looking the place over and discovered that I could use a bit of
assistance from the best private security firm in the state.”

KeeAnn grinned, reaching for her glasses and the notepad next to
her keyboard.

“The only time you have to flatter me, Mr. Olin, is when you’re
getting me naked. And not really then either. Tell me about the job and
what you need, and I’ll see what I can do for the best bodyguard in the
state; not to mention the best lover.”

Ignoring that last part, even though it was rather flattering—not to
mention telling about her new husband—I leaned forward and started
explaining.



Chapter 7

After I finished up at Master-Plan, coming to an arrangement with
KeeAnn LaForge after a bit of haggling, I decided to go home to my
place for lunch. I’d spoken to Traci on the phone after her session with
Dr. Foley and she told me she had some errands to run in the
afternoon but would be home by three-thirty or so. I told her that I
was probably going to be tied up with my job for the rest of the day but
would call her later to let her know if I’d be able to make it over to
Hoover for dinner or not; but she shouldn’t make plans that included
me.

I always keep frozen dinners in the freezer, mostly Boston Market,
and when I got home, I pulled one out and popped it in the microwave.
While it was cooking, I retrieved my laptop computer from the closet
in the bedroom and set it up on the table in the front room. By the
time my lunch was ready my computer had booted up so I retrieved
my food from the microwave and brought it into the front room and
sat down to eat while I did a little computer research.

Miguel Ebony had been able to supply only rudimentary
information on Luther Biggs and so I thought it would be a good idea
to conduct a little research on my own. Advances in technology have
made it much easier for people to spy on one another these days. In
the past, you would have had to hire a private investigator to snoop
around and find out private information about somebody, but not
today. Now all you needed to do in most cases was just go on the
worldwide web and access one of several search engines and you could
learn some of the most intimate details of a person’s life.

I was now doing this to Luther Biggs, and it did not take long
before I found what I was looking for. Google is a wonderful thing in
the wrong hands.

I ate and read at the same time, and when I was through with



lunch I pushed my dishes aside and pulled the laptop closer,
continuing to pore over everything I could find about Mr. Biggs. I
found business records, property records, even a minor criminal
record—three traffic violations, points on his license. I also learned
that he had a son, Barry Biggs.

The elder Biggs was a widower, and Barry was his only son.
Together they owned and ran Biggs Construction Consultants, LLC in
the Roebuck/Center Point area. Their main offices were located off of
Roebuck Parkway in a building that used to be a Macy’s store before
being closed about eight years ago. According to what I could find,
Biggs Construction had secured several very lucrative contracts with
the city of Birmingham and Jefferson County to tear down old
dilapidated buildings as part of a major city and countywide
revitalization program. A program that many business and political
leaders had been pushing forward for years—rarely getting very far,
but wasting a lot of the taxpayers’ money in the process.

I found several news articles that mentioned some controversy
regarding a couple of the contracts, grumblings from competitors
about the way in which the contracts had been granted, calling for
investigations by state agencies. But further reading did not indicate
that any such investigations ever took place.

There were featured articles about Biggs, stating that he was a
hometown boy, grew up in Hueytown, served four years in the Navy
before returning home to go into business and start a family. The
death of his wife was mentioned, cancer, seven years ago.

I pushed back from the table and glanced at the clock on the
computer. Nearly a quarter to three. Outside the rain had stopped, but
it was still cloudy and overcast. I scrolled down a few entries on
Google, read the briefs for a few moments, then hit the X in the upper
right corner, canceling the screen. I had enough for now. There was
nothing to indicate any reason why Luther Biggs might want to shut
down the Center Point Cultural Center, and I doubted that there would
be, but it was best to have more information than less.

I went into the kitchen to wash and put away my dishes, and then
leaned against the counter thinking. It wasn’t long before my thoughts
turned to KeeAnn LaForge. I could still feel every inch of her luscious



body against mine, remember everything we had ever done to one
another, and it wasn’t more than a minute before I was tumescent.

Surprise, surprise!
Dangerous thoughts, but not unpleasant ones.
I checked my watch. Maybe I should go back to Center Point now

that the rain had stopped. KeeAnn said she couldn’t get anyone from
her technical department over to the center before tomorrow morning,
and that would be the same regarding a field supervisor to do a
physical security assessment of the property before posting a guard. So
for the time being I was all there was in the way of protection. I could
hang around for a few hours, talk to some of the other workers, watch
the operation, see if anything happened.

As with most of my jobs, I really had no idea exactly what I should
do in the beginning so I would sit and wait and watch. Sooner or later,
something was bound to happen. It usually did. And when it did, I
usually knew how to handle it.

So, as the saying goes, “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it!”
I smiled and pushed off the counter, walking out of the kitchen

and down the hall to my bedroom. If at all possible, I was going to
make sure that I got to see Traci tonight. If for no other reason than to
remind me of what I’d be screwing up if I kept letting memories of
KeeAnn LaForge’s well-sculpted brown body enter my mind and tempt
me into doing something stupid. Boy it’s odd how much your whole
perspective can change in just a few short months. There was a time
when this would be no problem for me at all. Two women… three…
hell, four… it hadn’t matter. But now it did seem to. Maybe I was
finally maturing.

Hopefully not too much though.
And, let us not forget, Traci Brenner does have her qualities too.

And lately I’ve become rather fond of them.
Probably more than that.



Chapter 8

When I reached the Cultural Center, something had already
happened. Or more accurately, was in the process of happening.

There were several people gathered out front in the parking lot,
and from the look of things, the discussion they were having was very
heated. I saw Miguel Ebony in the middle of the group trying to keep
order, and not having much luck. Some of the people were pushing
and shoving and Dr. Ebony was bouncing from one to the other as he
continued to try to make peace.

There were only a couple of cars in the lot out front but I decided
to pull to the side of the building and park, climbing out quickly and
assessing the situation. Just about everybody in the lot was Latino,
except for three young men, all white, all dressed in overalls and ball-
caps. It seems that they were doing most of the shouting, at least the
shouting that I could understand. There was a fair amount of Spanish
being slung around and I couldn’t make it out. I took three years of it
in high school and barely got out with a D average. Which explained
why I took it for three years as opposed to the usual two.

One of the whites moved up on Miguel Ebony and pointed his
finger right in his face in a very aggressive manner. Several of the
Latinos around him did not like this and they started to shout and
move closer. The other two whites moved closer too, their fists
clinched.

Enough assessing, I thought, moving around the side of the
building and coming up behind the group.

“Excuse me!” I said in a loud and commanding tone. Everyone
had been so intent on their little episode that they had not noticed my
arrival or approach. They all turned startled, surprise registering in
their eyes, especially those of the white trio.

“Who the hell are you?” the one who seemed to be in charge asked



aggressively.
“I might ask you the same question, sir,” I said affably, glancing at

the three men that I knew were not clients or employees of the
Cultural Center.

“This don’t concern you,” the man said. “’Less you a cop, then I
want you to arrest these fuckin’ spics! Get ‘em the fuck outta my city.
Hell, outta my country!”

I sighed and stared directly into the man’s beady blue eyes.
“Sir, I think you should calm down and then you and your friends

should leave. I’m not the police, but if you don’t leave right away, I will
get the police involved. The sheriff’s substation is just up the road.”

“I know that!” he shouted, turning fully toward me and taking a
step in my direction. His two friends were flanking him, apparently
deciding that now Miguel Ebony and his people were not worth their
efforts. “What the hell business is it of yours what we doing here? You
work here with these spics? You one of them helping bring all of ‘em
into the country, taking our work, undercutting us and taking money
out of my family’s pocket? You even from this country, boy?”

I sighed again, remaining calm. It would be nice if one day people
grew up, but that was unlikely to happen any time soon, or ever.

“Sir, as I said, I think you should leave before you get yourself in
trouble.”

Anger rose in the young man’s eyes and he closed on me, fists in
tight balls down by his side.

“No fuckin’ body tells me what I should do! Especially not—”
I had waited until he was just two feet from me and then twisted

my right hip forward while bringing my fist up and punching into his
mid-section, twisting on impact and driving the blow through his
body. All the air expelled from his lungs and he doubled up, dropping
to his knees and holding his stomach and chest.

The other two men were shocked and unable to comprehend what
had just happened, but the one on the left recovered first and he came
at me, raising his right arm in a punch that was telegraphed from
Georgia. I easily slipped the punch, going under the arm and driving
the heel of my left palm into his side and knocking him off balance,
then rising up and driving my right knee into the sciatic nerve along



his right leg. The man howled in agony and dropped to the ground
beside his friend, holding his leg as a thousand needles of pain shot
through it.

The third man was a little more apprehensive, but he did raise his
fists and assume a fighting stance.

I stared at him for a moment.
“Son, you want to help your friends up and get out of here. If you

don’t do it now I will hurt you. That’s a promise. I’m better at this than
you are. Just ask your friends.”

It only took a brief glance down at his buddies to convince him. He
nodded smartly, reached down for his friends, and then helped them
up, moving across the narrow street to where a gray pickup truck was
parked. The three men got in, the uninjured one at the wheel, and then
they drove off quickly.

I turned around and saw several brown faces staring at me; all of
them wore expressions of astonishment. Miguel Ebony was shaking
his head, and then he smiled. Claudia Gomez was there too, at his side,
but she was not smiling. She seemed frightened. Understandable. To
be honest, my pulse rate was a little high right now as well.

I raised my hands and rubbed my palms together for a few
moments, staring at the small gathering.

“So, would someone like to tell me what that was all about?”
Miguel Ebony stepped toward me and put his hand on my

shoulder.
“My friend, you are everything Michelle said. And more. Like the

cavalry riding in just in the nick of time. Come, amigo, let’s go inside
and we’ll talk.”

I nodded and followed him inside, and Claudia Gomez and the
others followed me, everyone seeming to have calmed down.

Something told me that things around here were going to get a lot
more interesting a lot quicker than I had thought.

Oh well, means I won’t have to spend that much time sitting on
my hands after all.

Every cloud a silver lining.



Chapter 9

“So you’re going back over there tonight?”
I nodded after taking a drink of water, setting the glass back on

the table.
“Yeah, just for a few hours. I want to have a look at the place at

night, just to check things out.”
Traci looked at me very intently for a long moment and I held her

gaze, trying to offer as much reassurance as I could. She knew what I
did for a living, knew that I could take care of myself, but that didn’t
stop her from worrying. On some level, that was probably a good
thing, but when you considered the fact that she had spent some
fifteen years worrying about her husband while he was on overseas
deployments to one war zone after another, maybe it wasn’t such a
good thing. At least in my case she knew I was never more than a
phone call away. I just didn’t know if that mattered. If it was enough.
My work was still dangerous, and there was always the possibility…
Best not to dwell right now.

We were in the dining room once again having dinner, just the
three of us. M.J. looked over at his mother and then at me, but he said
nothing. Finally Traci nodded slowly and picked up her cup of coffee,
sipping.

“How was school today, M.J.?” I asked.
“It was school,” he responded with a wry grin. “Okay I guess. Got a

couple hours homework that I need to get started on in a bit. Got two
tests tomorrow too. One in calculus, but I’m ready for it.”

“Good to hear,” I told him with a grin. “Calculus and I were never
on speaking terms.”

He chuckled and went back to eating his dinner.
“So how was your afternoon?” I asked Traci as casually as I could

manage.



“Okay,” she nodded, putting her fork down and folding her hands
under her chin, elbows pressing into the table on either side of her
plate. “Got some shopping done, looked into a couple other things.
After I saw Dr. Foley this morning I was feeling a bit wound up. She
pushed me a little today, more so than I was prepared for. At first, I
was angry, but then when I had some time to think about things, I
realized that she did me a favor. She really is a smart woman.”

“And a heck of a therapist,” I added.
“She is,” Traci said. “I go back to see her again on Tuesday. She

told me to say hi by the way.”
I nodded, finishing my water.
“Do you want some more?” Traci asked.
I shook my head.
“Thank you, no,” I said. “Two glasses is enough. Besides, I’m

finished eating anyway. Can I get either of you anything?”
M.J. shook his head as he chewed down the last bites of his food.
“I’m fine,” Traci said, glancing down at her plate and picking up

her fork once more. “What time are you going to go over there
tonight?”

“Probably around nine or so,” I said. “They shut down at that time
and I want to be there when they close, just in case the boys from this
afternoon decide to make a return visit.”

“You think they might?” Traci asked, apprehension rising in her
eyes.

“I know they can,” I told her simply. “So I want to be prepared for
it. The odds aren’t good that they will though. At least not this soon.
And they might not ever. Miguel told me the whole thing got started
because a couple of his clients from the Cultural Center got jobs that
these guys thought they were entitled to get. It was only temporary
work, but times are tough and people are on edge. I don’t think they
really meant to hurt anybody, just frighten them, but they let their
tempers get away from them.”

“Well it was a good thing you showed up,” M.J. offered with a grin.
“I definitely want you to teach me some of those moves you know,
Derrick. I bet you can teach me some really cool stuff.”

I glanced at his mother.



“We’ll talk about that later,” I said. “So what are you doing
tomorrow?”

Traci looked at me, her expression a little pensive. She put her
fork down once more.

“I’m thinking about looking for a job,” she announced, and M.J.
and I looked at each other before looking at her.

“Does that shock either of you?”
M.J. spoke first.
“Well yeah, mom, kind of. Do you mean you’re actually thinking

about going to work for somebody else, or are you going to start
another business? I just can’t imagine you working for anybody else?”

“You mean I’m too bossy?” she said mockingly.
“Exactly,” M.J. grinned. “And besides, it’s not like you have to

have a job. You still own the ranch out in Utah and this house was
already paid off by grandpa and grandma before they died. So you
don’t really need the money.”

“Work is not always about money, M.J.,” Traci told him. “And
besides, I haven’t been doing much lately since we left Utah. I didn’t
think we would settle here in Alabama, just a temporary stop, but now
it seems like we might. At least for a while.”

She glanced over at me.
“And if we’re going to be here I need to be doing more than just

hanging around here all day. I’m not really sure what I want to do, but
I want to look into a few things, see what’s available. With the
economy the way it is right now, there might not be much out there.
But as you said, I don’t really need the money so maybe I can find
some kind of volunteer work that I like. I’ll just have to see.”

I reached over and took her hand, squeezing gently.
“That might not be such a bad idea,” I told her. “Tell me, did

Charmane suggest this to you?”
Traci grinned.
“You know her very well too, don’t you? She mentioned it a couple

weeks ago and I’ve been thinking about it, yes.”
I nodded.
“Well whatever you want to do, I think you should. As long as

you’re comfortable with it.”



Traci smiled and squeezed my hand.
M.J. was finished with dinner and asked to be excused. Traci and I

sat for a few minutes longer and then got up to clear the table. Once
the dishes were in the dishwasher she turned to me and smiled again.

“It’s only a little after seven now,” she said. “Can you stay a little
while?”

“Sure,” I said. “For a while.”
Traci came into my arms and I held her tightly and we just stood

like that for a very long time, neither of us saying a word, both of us
content and happy. And much to my delight, not even one of my
thoughts contained any residue of KeeAnn LaForge during this time.

However, my mind was partially taken up with the situation at the
Center Point Cultural Center. I could feel trouble brewing, but I
suppose that wasn’t too bad a thing. After all, if trouble didn’t occur on
a regular basis then I might be the one struggling for work and looking
to blame immigrants from south of the border for my problems.

Traci raised her head, still smiling. I leaned down and kissed her
softly on the lips.

At this particular moment, however, the only problem I was really
concerned with was whether or not I should take this incredibly sexy
creature upstairs to her bedroom and screw her brains out before I
had to leave. And if I did so, would we be able to keep the noise down
so her son couldn’t hear us in his room down the hall?

Not the most difficult decision I’ve ever had to make, but a
challenging one nonetheless.

However, would life really be worth living without these
challenges?



Chapter 10

Traci and I settled for sitting in the dark on the living room sofa
and making out like teenagers for about forty minutes because I
decided I needed to go home to change and pick up a few things before
heading back to Center Point. By the time I left her place, I was really
wishing I didn’t have to, but I promised to come back tomorrow
afternoon before M.J. got home and we could pick up where we left
off. At least I hoped we could. It would largely depend on what was
happening with my current job.

At home, I changed into dark comfortable jeans, a long sleeve blue
pullover turtleneck, black half boots, and a medium-weight blue
windbreaker. The temperature still went down in the low forties at
night and I wanted to be prepared, and for this reason, I also included
a pair of black leather gloves and knit cap in the duffel bag that I was
taking with me.

Also in the duffel was a Benelli M1 shotgun, just in case. In
addition to the Benelli, I was wearing a Taurus 24/7 Pro full-size forty-
five caliber pistol on my right hip, and on my left ankle was a Kel-Tec
P-32 pistol. Again, just in case.

I left my place at twenty to nine and managed to make it to Center
Point much quicker than I had this morning. When I arrived in the
parking lot out front at a minute after nine, Miguel Ebony and Claudia
Gomez were just locking up. They turned and looked toward my
vehicle, expressions of trepidation on their faces until they recognized
me.

I climbed out and approached them.
“Hello, Derrick,” Ebony greeted me. “Didn’t know who you were at

first. You made it back I see?”
“Yeah,” I told him, glancing around at the dimly lit little street.

“Wanted to make sure nothing happened while you were closing up.



How did it go once I left?”
“Good,” he said, glancing at Claudia Gomez as she finished locking

the front door. “No more problems. Claudia and I managed to calm
everybody down. I think everybody’s okay now.”

I nodded, glancing at Claudia Gomez.
“What time are you opening in the morning?”
“Eight, as usual,” Ebony responded. “I’ll be here and so will

Claudia. You said those people from that security company will be
coming by tomorrow?”

“Yes,” I told him. I’m going to get them to come at nine. I’ll be
here with them and we can discuss things. I’m aiming for an alarm
system and security cameras.”

“Well whatever you think is best, Derrick,” he said. “What about
the guard at night?”

“Thinking about that too,” I told him. “To be here when you close
at least. Maybe have a patrol come by every hour or so. I’ll have to give
it some thought, see how things go tonight.”

“Are you going to be here all night?” Claudia Gomez asked.
I shook my head.
“Probably not. Just for a few hours. Maybe till midnight. The

chances of anything happening tonight are remote, but you never
know. I want to be here just for a look.”

Miguel Ebony nodded, glancing at his watch.
“Alright then, Derrick. We’ve got to go. I need to drop Claudia off

at home and then I have some place I need to be. If something does
come up, you’ve got my pager and cell numbers. Call at any time if you
have to.”

“Okay,” I told him. “And you do the same if you need me.”
He held out his hand and we shook, then Claudia Gomez shook

my hand, smiling. That was actually a nice sight to see. I watched them
get into Ebony’s gray Hyundai and back out, heading for the parkway.

Once they had gone, I looked around the little building’s exterior
for a few minutes, then went back to my jeep and climbed in. Across
the street was what had once been a small auto repair shop, now
closed and boarded up, no lights in the small dingy lot. I decided to
pull over there and back in. From there I would have an excellent view



of my target, and could see anyone who would approach from
practically every direction.

When I was in position, I shut off the engine, released my seatbelt,
and settled back in the seat. I turned the ignition key backwards and
the radio came on. There was a CD in the player and I pressed play,
turning the volume down low. A moment later Bach started to play.
The perfect stakeout music.

I grinned, thinking of something else.
It was also perfect music for making love.
Bach was very versatile.
Kind of like me.
And I grinned once more.



Chapter 11

I had spent too much of my life sitting and trying to stay awake
when I was dog-tired. While it was true that I didn’t really require all
that much sleep, rarely getting more than five hours a night, if I sat for
too long and did nothing I would start dozing. After an hour of Bach, I
had to switch to something with a stronger beat. But there wasn’t
much on the radio that I wanted to listen to so I eventually shut it off
and rolled the windows down. It was a lot cooler outside as the hours
went by and the chilly air did help to keep me alert.

At eleven-thirty, I was thinking about packing it in when a car
turned off the parkway and onto 19th Avenue. It was a blue and white
Birmingham Police car, and as it made a slow approach, I could just
make out the number on the hood.

204.
I smiled.
It was one of the two morning shift patrol supervisors’ vehicles for

East Precinct. I flashed my lights a couple of times and the patrol unit
came to a stop in front of where I was parked, turning on its alley-
sweeper lights and nearly blinding me.

I shielded my eyes with my hands and the lights went out almost
immediately. With my hand still at my eyes, I climbed out of the jeep
and walked toward the police car.

“You know if I go blind Birmingham PD is going to have a major
law suit on its hands.”

A familiar throaty chuckle.
“Won’t be the first one,” replied Sergeant Curtis Willis as he

climbed from the front seat of his patrol car. “Hell, they still tryin’ to
duck paying all that back overtime they owe us. How you doin’,
Derrick?”

I lowered my hands and blinked my eyes several times.



“Better before you got here. Now I’ll be seeing stars all night.
How’s it going, Curtis?”

He leaned against the side of my jeep and folded his arms across
his chest, staring at me.

“About eighteen months and I retire,” he said with a grin. “I’ll be
sixty years old, collectin’ a pension from Birmingham and one from
the Army, and then all I’m gonna do is go and fish for the rest of my
days. Kids are out on their own now too, all there is left is me and Iris.
She gonna pack it in too.”

“Must be nice,” I said, picking a spot beside him and leaning as
well. “I don’t know what East Precinct will be like once you’re gone.”

He chuckled again, shifting around a little.
“And I won’t care one bit. So what are you doin’ around here

hanging out in the dark?”
“Working,” I told him.
“Got anything to do with that place ‘cross the street there?” he

asked.
“Observant, Sergeant,” I said. “And yes, it does. I was hired to see

if I could improve security for the Center Point Cultural Center.”
Willis smiled and shook his head.
“Man you’ll take on any cause, won’t you?”
“I try not to discriminate.”
“Good policy, but not always practical. Yeah, I been hearing about

the problems they been havin’ here too. Some vandalism and some
break-ins. I read the reports. Don’t think much is happening in terms
of an investigation because a lot of people don’t want that place open
‘round here.”

“I gathered that. Which is why I was hired.”
“Who hired you, if you don’t mind my asking? I was told they

don’t have no money in this place.”
“They don’t,” I confirmed. “But apparently the Center Point City

Manager is good friends with Nadya Simon of the Simon Group and
Simon Family Charitable Trusts.”

Curtis nodded.
“I get it now. Miss Moneybags is involved and she spreadin’ the

bread around. That’s why you involved, ain’t it?”



“Yeah,” I said. “She called me.”
“Well I guess if you wanna do it right you might as well start with

the best. So you gonna hang out here all night or what?”
“Nah,” I told him, glancing around. “Just till about midnight.

Tomorrow I’m going to get somebody out here to set up a security
system and some surveillance cameras. Probably gonna get a guard up
here at night, maybe just a security patrol. I’m working with Master-
Plan on this.”

Curtis nodded.
“They good too,” he said. “Well since you involved and all I

suppose I can do a little more to keep an eye on the place, at least for
the nighttime. We spread kind of thin right now in the precinct,
especially at night. But I can get by here every two, maybe three
hours.”

“Appreciate that, Curtis,” I told him. “And what about Jefferson
County?”

The Birmingham Police sergeant shook his head disgustedly and
pushed off my jeep, turning to face me.

“Those bozos,” he spat. “Don’t count on it. They too busy bitchin’
about a ten to twenty percent cut in they budget. Hell, in Birmingham
we been dealin’ with bigger cuts than that for years. They cut the
sheriff’s substation up the street down to two cars to patrol Center
Point at night. Now most of it fall on us in Birmingham. County ain’t
‘bout shit. I say cut they whole budget and give it to us. Not likely to
happen though. So we do what we can with what we got. Like always.”

“I see,” I said, coming up with nothing better. “Well thanks for
what you can do, Curtis. It is appreciated.”

“No sweat,” he said, listening to a call over his radio. “I’m gonna
go back that unit up. The officer in that car’s only been on the force
fifteen months and been in a car by himself only two. I’ll talk to you
later, Derrick.”

I watched him climb back into his patrol car, back up quickly, then
head out on the parkway, lights flashing.

It was now a quarter to midnight. Another fifteen minutes and I’d
head home. Tonight I’d be sleeping alone in my own bed. There was a
time when I had looked forward to nights like that, but lately those



times were less and less.
Perhaps it was a good thing.
Perhaps not.
And perhaps…
I climbed back into my jeep, and as I settled in once more, my

mind inadvertently strayed off into a direction that I had been
consciously avoiding all night.

KeeAnn LaForge was proving to be a very difficult person to shake
from my mind, and right now I wasn’t all that sure I wanted to. I was
sure if I gave her a call I wouldn’t have to sleep alone in my bed
tonight. Or sleep at all. I wonder what she’d tell her husband when she
left their bed suddenly in the middle of the night. Would she make up
some work emergency? Probably.

This really was a pointless consideration though because I was not
going to call KeeAnn tonight, or any night in the near future. I was
stronger than that.

At least I hoped so.
One phone call would be all it would take.
And that was the problem.
One phone call would be all that it would take.



Chapter 12

Friday morning I got up at five and went for a five mile run
around Homewood. When I got back home I was breathless, but felt
pretty good for a man approaching middle age, at least in a physical
sense.

A shower and shave followed, and then I got dressed and went
into the kitchen. It was still early but I knew Traci would be up so I
gave her a call as I leaned against the counter and thought about what
I was going to make for breakfast.

“So you made it through the night?” she said after answering the
phone. “Good to know.”

“Yeah,” I told her. “I left right at midnight and got home before
half-past. Went right to sleep.”

“And you’re up already? Of course you are. What are you going to
do today?”

“Well at nine I’m going back to Center Point to meet with the
people from Master-Plan about enhancing security over there. That’ll
probably take most of the morning. Then I may do a little research into
some things, gather some more data.”

“I see,” Traci replied absently. “Well I’m going to be taking M.J. to
school in a bit, then I’m going out to do some looking around myself.
After you left last night I did some searching on the internet and found
a few things I might be interested in right here in Hoover. I want to go
check them out this morning and see. I should be wrapped up by
lunchtime though. Think you’ll be able to come over?”

I grinned.
“When you say come over…”
Traci giggled down the line.
“Exactly,” she said. “Keep that in mind if you decide to change

your mind.”



“Wouldn’t dream of it, love,” I told her, and really hoped I
wouldn’t have to alter my plans if things developed differently. That
really would suck. “Say around twelve-thirty or so? Maybe one?”

“That’ll be fine with me,” Traci said. “Any earlier will be fine too. I
plan on being back home by noon.”

“If I can make it I will, promise.”
“And use your key this afternoon,” she whispered. “I plan on being

naked and waiting for you up in my bed.”
“Now that’s an inviting picture,” I retorted. “And what if it’s not

me who comes through the door?”
“Then whoever comes through my door who isn’t you is going to

be facing me naked in bed with a Glock-28 in my hands.”
I chuckled, seeing that image in my head.
“Stop,” I said. “You’re getting me hot.”
Traci laughed.
“Good. Well I have to go now, Derrick. You be careful today.”
“You, too, love,” I said. “And tell M.J. I said hi.”
“Will do,” she said. “Talk to you later. Bye.”
I said bye and hung up, glancing at the clock on the microwave.
Still plenty of time for a full breakfast and a little relaxation time

before I had to get going.
I went to the refrigerator and opened the door, bending down. As I

did so, a very sharp and familiar pain shot up from the middle of my
back. I groaned, took a deep breath, then sighed and started looking
around the contents of the fridge.



Chapter 13

By nine a.m., the sun was shining and the temperature was in the
middle sixties, forecast for the mid-seventies by this afternoon,
therefore I was wearing jeans, a green polo shirt, and a dark blue

Bodyguard Jacket
[2]

. I had barely arrived at the Cultural Center
when two vehicles pulled in next to me and parked. The red Camry I
recognized as KeeAnn LaForge’s car. I hadn’t expected her to come
this morning, but I suppose I should have.

I got out and she greeted me with a smile, wearing a light gray
designer pantsuit. After a quick hug, she turned and introduced me to
two people, one an alarm technician and the other an electronic
surveillance technician. Then we went inside and found Claudia
Gomez at the reception desk. She smiled at me and said that Miguel
was down the hall in the bathroom but would be back shortly, and he
was.

I made the introductions and then the techs asked if they could
wander around on their own and have a look at the place. Dr. Ebony
said that was fine by him, he had a few phone calls to make in his
office right now anyway.

Claudia Gomez asked if she could get us some coffee. I declined
but KeeAnn said she could use a cup. We moved over to the lounge
area to the left of the desk and sat on a worn cloth sofa in the far
corner, KeeAnn with a Styrofoam cup in her hands held above her lap.

“So this is what passes for a Cultural Center these days?” she said,
taking a sip of her coffee. “Not quite what I expected.”

“And what did you expect, madam?” I said, turning and staring
into her large green eyes.

“I don’t know,” she shrugged, sipping more coffee. “Something
bigger maybe. And maybe an actual center as opposed to this. Then
maybe I’m just thinking wrong. I don’t know. So what’s the story here?



People in the neighborhood trying to shut it down you said?”
“Some of the people in the neighborhood,” I corrected. “And a few

others. There was some trouble here yesterday afternoon when I came
back. Three rednecks shoving people around, upset because they lost a
job to some of the people who came here for help.”

“And what happened?” KeeAnn asked, a curious expression on her
face, and her lips starting to turn up in a grin. “Of course, knowing you
as I do, I can imagine the answer already.”

I smiled a little.
“I managed to convince the gentlemen to see the error of their

ways and persuaded them to leave.”
KeeAnn grinned fully and set her cup down on the little table to

her right.
“I’m sure you did,” she said. “And what shape were they in after

receiving this convincing?”
“They were ambulatory,” I replied. “And only two of them needed

convincing. The third one was more reasonable.”
“I’m sure,” she said, crossing her long legs and staring at me.

“After watching you pound on his buddies he probably realized it
would be a bad idea to fuck with you. Smart guy. So we can probably
get something put in here today I think. I’m not a tech but there
should be enough time for Tommy to rig up an alarm system and tie it
in to our monitoring network. Not sure if Jake can get the cameras in
place today or not, but we’ll try. I’ll see what he has to say once he’s
done his survey. And you wanted a guard at night?”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” I told her. “Tell me, do you have
other clients in this area?”

“Some,” she said. “Why?”
“How about a patrol?”
“Supervisor. Makes a circuit every couple of hours.”
“Think you could include this on that circuit?” I said. “And maybe

make it more often?”
“Possibly,” she said. “I’ll have to speak with Patrol Operations. If

they can’t do it the way you want, we might be able to work something
else out.”

I nodded.



“And if you can, and this I really need, I’d like to have him posted
here from eight-thirty until nine-fifteen every night. They close up at
nine and are usually gone within fifteen minutes. After that, all we’d
need is a patrol. There’s been some vandalism over night. Once the
alarm is in place and the cameras I suspect that will begin to taper off
significantly.”

KeeAnn nodded and glanced away for a few moments.
“I’m not sure if Patrol can do that posting,” she said. “But we can

probably get somebody posted over here for a couple hours. Might
have to be longer though. It needs to look right for billing.”

I sat back and looked up at the ceiling for a few minutes, thinking.
“Okay,” I said. “Tell you what. Let’s do this. Can you assign a four

hour shift?”
“Yeah,” she said. “Four hours is the minimum required in the regs

anyway. What do you have in mind?”
“Post somebody here from eight until midnight. They’re open six

days a week by the way, same hours. Closed on Sundays. And I’d like
to have a patrol come by every couple of hours on Sundays, no
overnight posting though.”

KeeAnn nodded, pulling a notepad and pen from her purse and
making notes.

“Okay, let me get this down. It sounds workable though. I’ll let you
know for sure once I speak to Patrol Ops. They were supposed to send
someone over this morning to do a survey but they’re swamped with
other things right now. So I came myself. I’ll call now and see about
getting a guard over here tonight. Maybe one of our relief officers. And
you do want them armed, don’t you?”

“Of course. Guard’s not all that much use unless he’s armed. At
least that’s what I think.”

She smiled at me as she finished making notes, then reached back
into her purse and pulled out her cell phone. The call only took five
minutes, and when she hung up, she told me that the guard for this
evening was arranged.

I was in the process of thanking her when the two techs came
back. We stood and they briefed us on what they had learned, then we
went into Miguel Ebony’s office and discussed it with him. An



accommodation was reached and everyone shook hands. KeeAnn led
the way out with her techs and had a quick word with them out front.

I turned to Claudia Gomez who was still at her reception desk.
“Kind of slow around here in the mornings, huh?”
She smiled.
“Yeah. Most of our clients have jobs in the morning and have to

get to them early. We usually pick up after lunch. That’s when the rest
of the staff gets here too. So are your friends going to be able to put up
the cameras and the alarm?”

I nodded, drumming my fingers along the edge of the counter.
“Yep,” I said. “With luck everything should be in place by the end

of the day. And this evening there will be a guard outside from eight
till midnight to keep an eye on things while you close down, and for a
while afterwards. Someone will be posted every day you’re open,
including Saturdays.”

“You really do work fast, Mr. Olin,” Claudia Gomez remarked, her
eyes never leaving mine.

“Call me Derrick, please. And I’m only facilitating, not really doing
any work.”

“I could not disagree more strongly with that statement,” she said
sternly. “Especially after yesterday and the way you handled those
men. It was so quick. The two you knocked down never knew what hit
them. For a man your size you surely can move very quickly.”

“A pure heart,” I quipped.
She grinned.
“Yes, I’m sure that’s it.”
Claudia Gomez glanced past me toward the parking lot for a

moment.
“She is a very beautiful woman, Derrick. And she looks at you with

affection. Your girlfriend perhaps?”
I glanced back through the glass doors and caught sight of KeeAnn

LaForge as she finished up her talk with the techs, shook my head.
“No,” I said. “Just a friend.”
When I turned back, Claudia Gomez was staring at me with

accusing eyes. Something told me she didn’t believe a word I had just
said. And maybe she was right not to.



I nodded to myself, turning and going outside. KeeAnn was now
leaning against the front bumper of my jeep, her arms folded
underneath her rather ample bosom. The expression in her eyes was a
little accusing as well.

This was already starting out to be a rough day and it wasn’t even
half over yet.



Chapter 14

KeeAnn had skipped breakfast this morning and asked if I’d like to
join her for a bite. I told her that I had had breakfast this morning and
was still full, but would be willing to join her at a diner just down the
street from the Cultural Center. It was called the Cedar Post
Restaurant and was barely more than a dive, but I had eaten here a
few times before and found the food to be really good.

Since it was after ten in the morning, most of the breakfast crowd
had petered out and it was easy to find a table. A cute blond waitress
named Kathy greeted us at the door and led us to a table on the right
side of the restaurant in front of a window with the blinds drawn
against the sun. She set menus down in front of us and asked if we’d
like coffee. KeeAnn said yes and I declined once more.

Kee opened her menu and studied it for several minutes in silence,
and when Kathy retuned with the coffee she placed her order. Kathy
wrote it down on her pad and then glanced at me. I told her I was
watching my figure and she grinned, collected the menus, and went to
put in Kee’s order.

I leaned forward on the table and stared across at my companion.
She was not smiling, and for the first time since I had known her, her
expression seemed to be completely serious.

“So,” she said, leaning her elbows on the table and pushing her
breasts toward me. “Tell me about this new woman in your life,
Derrick. She must be pretty special if you’ve been avoiding me.”

I smiled a little, glanced around at the few other diners who were
having late breakfasts.

“She is special, Kee,” I told her. “As are you.”
“Not enough apparently,” she said, just a hint of resentment in her

tone.
“Different circumstances, love,” I said. “And complicated.”



“Well I’ve got the time,” she told me. “Nothing going on back at
the office that needs my attention till after lunch. So you take all the
time you need to tell me the story. I can’t wait to hear it.”

She left her coffee untouched, continued to stare at me, and I
began to tell her everything. How Traci and I had first met about
eighteen months or so after I had left the Air Force and returned to
Birmingham. How we had become lovers even though she was
married. How the relationship had continued for two years before she
broke it off to move away with her husband, an Army Special Forces
sergeant who was transferred out west. And finally, how after several
years of no communication, late last year Traci had contacted me from

Utah and told me someone was trying to hurt her
[3]

. And, of course, I
flew out there immediately to find out what was going on.

“So her husband was involved in the attempts on her life?” Kee
said once I had finished.

“Not exactly,” I told her. “He was sleeping with his commanding
officer and she was a little nuts. Even though she was married herself,
she became obsessed with having Marcus Brenner to herself. So much
so, that she couldn’t stand to have him going home to Traci every
night. And after a while, this obsession drove her to start harassing
Traci, covertly of course. After all, that’s how she was trained. I don’t
think she actually intended to kill Traci in the beginning, but as things
started to unravel, Colonel Lindstrom became more erratic. I suspect
that if a proper psychological evaluation of her could have been
performed it would have been revealed that some form of combat
stress was the cause of it. She and Marcus Brenner served together
many times under fire and that forged an unhealthy connection
between them, one that grew into a dark obsession, a compulsion that
she couldn’t break.”

“What happened to this colonel anyway?” Kee asked as she
finished off the last of her grits.

I paused, thinking back to last year and a very cold evening when
everything had come to a head.

“I killed her,” I said simply.
Kee stared at me for a long moment, her eyes unblinking.



“I’m sure it was self-defense,” she said in a quiet tone.
“That’s how they ruled it,” I replied casually, my voice steady as an

image flashed through my mind.
Kee nodded.
“What happened to Traci’s husband?”
“Initially he had a breakdown,” I explained. “He was there when I

killed Colonel Lindstrom and I guess he was really in love with her too.
Last I heard he was out of the prison hospital and awaiting a court-
martial. He’ll probably do a little time, not much though. Under
military law, they’ll nail him for the adultery, but he wasn’t really
involved with the rest. JAG probably won’t pursue other charges
against him, in light of his service and all. Traci filed for an expedited
divorce and it was granted last month, so at least she’s free of him. So
is their fifteen year old son, M.J.”

“And so you’re together with her now?” Kee said, pushing her
plate aside. “A ready-made little family, is that it?”

“Look, Kee, I’m not exactly sure what I’ve got. We’re still working
that out. Both Traci and M.J. are in therapy, they’re working on their
feelings, and we’re just living day-by-day. Nobody has put a label on
anything. We don’t know how this is gonna shake out.”

“But you’re being faithful to her,” she pointed out. “Which is kind
of odd, considering how your relationship with her started.”

“Kee…” I said.
She held up her hands.
“Sorry, that was bitchy. I suppose I should be happy for you,

Derrick. It’s obvious you have feelings for this woman. But do you love
her?”

“I don’t know, Kee,” I said honestly. “I’m not even sure I’m
capable of love. But I do have feelings for her, and I don’t want to do
anything to screw this up right now.”

“You mean something like sleeping with me, right?”
I nodded.
“Yeah,” I said quietly. “Something like that.”
We stared at one another silently for a few moments and Kathy

came back over to clear away Kee’s dishes, asking if we would like
anything else. We declined and she went away.



Finally, Kee sighed and leaned back in her chair.
“Okay, Derrick, I hear what you’re saying. I don’t like it, but I hear

it. And well, hell, I am married now too. Just a few short months. So I
suppose I should be concentrating on making my marriage work as
opposed to pursuing you. But we really did have some good times, and
I guess I’m just sorry they had to end so soon.”

I didn’t say anything, just leaned forward on the table and looked
into her eyes.

“But you remember this, baby. If your girl Traci don’t treat you
right, you can always give me a call and I’m sure I can give you what
you need.”

Suddenly at least half of the blood in my body moved toward my
groin, but I managed to keep my composure and nod, smiling a little.
It was best not to respond to that comment. My voice was probably
hoarse anyway.

Kathy came over with the bill and I took it. Kee and I stood up and
I dropped a tip on the table, and then led the way over to the cash
register where I paid the bill.

Out in the parking lot Kee and I stood near her car talking for
another few minutes before she reached over and put her arms around
my neck, squeezing her voluptuous body against me for a period far
too long for comfort. I returned the hug and thought about all the
things I had done with this exquisite body over the past year or so.
Things that I would never again be able to do. Well that is unless…

A train of thought best not pursued. Now or ever!
Kee pulled back and kissed me full on the mouth, and then she

climbed into her car and drove off. I got back into my jeep and sat with
the engine running for several minutes, taking deep breaths and
willing my erection to go down. He was stubborn this morning, but
eventually my will prevailed. It was settled, I’d be in Hoover for lunch
this afternoon. And probably a lot earlier than one o’clock.

Traci was in for a hell of a big surprise.
Emphasis on big!



Chapter 15

To me there is no site more magnificent than that of Traci Brenner
experiencing an orgasm. Unless, perhaps, it is the site of her
experiencing multiple orgasms.

I was lying on my back in the middle of her bed staring up at Traci
as she straddled me, her slender wrists held in my hands as she rocked
back and forth, pressing her pelvis hard against mine and moaning
with increasing passion. Her skin was flushed and her breathing was
erratic, and then it happened again. She put her head back and
screamed intensely, the reverberations nearly shattering my eardrums,
but I held onto her nonetheless, and after a couple of minutes the
screams had died away and there was only low whimpering.

Then Traci fell forward, her perspiration-soaked body collapsing
in my arms where I encircled and held her close, both our hearts
beating at triple speed.

Her hair was wet and the feel of it against my face was very
pleasing to me, and erotic. We lay together in companionable silence
for a couple of minutes before Traci raised her head and smiled at me,
an exhausted expression on her still flushed face.

“I’ve never come like this with anyone but you, Derrick. Never.
You really know your way around a woman’s body.”

I kissed her and grinned.
“Actually I think you were the one doing most of the work there,

love. I was just along for the ride. No pun intended.”
Traci grinned and kissed me again.
“Hardly,” she teased, pinching my right nipple between thumb

and forefinger. “You did a hell of a lot more than just lie back and take
it. God that was good.”

“Glad you liked it,” I quipped.
Traci started to grin and once more leaned her face very close to



mine.
“Was I the only one who liked it?” she asked in a playful tone.
“I would have to say definitely not,” I replied, slowly massaging

her back with both my hands. “It is possible that some small amount
of pleasure may have been derived on my end.”

Traci pulled back, poked me in the stomach with a forefinger, and
then started to lightly pummel me with her fists.

I laughed and reached out for her wrists, holding them down as I
rose up and faced her. We stared into each other’s eyes for a few
moments and then Traci laughed again and pulled her arms free,
putting them around my neck and pressing her nose right up against
mine.

“You didn’t come yet, did you?” she said.
“Not yet,” I said, slipping my hands under her backside. “But I’m

thinking about it in the not too distant future.”
“Good,” she said, kissing me. “Because I think I’m ready again

too.”
And she was.
This time I took the lead, turning her onto her back and then

kissing her deeply, passionately for several minutes before moving
down her body to her breasts.

Traci has small breasts, but I just love to play with them, to kiss
them, to suck them, to stroke them gently with the pads of my fingers.
And sometimes when I do it just right Traci can even achieve orgasm
through this form of stimulation.

I spent about ten minutes with her breasts, nearly pushing her
over the edge, but then I moved on, down her body to her flat stomach
and bellybutton. She is very sensitive in this area and as I played my
tongue over her skin, she started to shiver and twist, to sigh deeply.

And then I was where I had most wanted to be, at the center of her
womanhood. Traci spread her slender legs and I moved my mouth
between them, using my tongue to slowly, rhythmically stimulate her
pubis until she was once again panting and moaning in that deep,
throaty voice that I so love to hear, the one that let me know she was
fully aroused and ready.

I sat back on my knees and looked down at her, seeing the fire in



her eyes, the desire and lust. It matched what I felt inside at the
moment.

A glance downward confirmed that I was ready as well, my
erection full and pointing. Traci grinned and reached out for me,
taking my organ in her hand and guiding it toward her. I went
willingly, eagerly, and entered her soft body in one easy motion,
groaning with delight.

Traci raised her knees and locked her ankles around the backs of
my thighs as I pushed all the way into her womb. I looked into her eyes
and it was all I could do to keep from exploding right then.

We kissed, gently at first, and then our efforts became greedier,
more wanton.

Beneath me, Traci slowly started to rotate her hips from side to
side and that felt very good. So I started moving too.

That felt even better.



Chapter 16

Roebuck Parkway, Parkway East, and Center Point Parkway are
really all parts of the same road; it just changes names the further
south you go. The offices of Biggs Construction Consultants are
located just off Roebuck Parkway, also known as State Road 7 and U.S.
Highway 11, go figure. Guess they’ve got more names than streets and
decided to give some of them three names.

I left Traci’s house—most reluctantly—at a little after two-thirty,
and by three I had made it to the parking lot outside Biggs
Construction. As I had noted earlier, this building once housed a
Macy’s store, and had set empty for many years before Biggs took it
over and set up shop here. There were a few other businesses in the
small plaza. To the immediate right was a dollar store, and further on
down were a discount clothing store, a sports shoe store, and a liquor
store. On the other side of the plaza was some kind of specialty men’s
shop, a Pizza Hut, and a drugstore. A couple of other buildings set
empty with sale or rent signs in the windows.

And when I had turned into the lot a little while ago I had also
noticed that the Starbucks Coffee shop that had once occupied space in
a lot just across the street was no longer in business. This did not fill
me with sadness. I hated Starbucks, and not just because I wasn’t a
coffee drinker. The whole self-important and snobby image of the
place—not to mention seven dollar coffee and lattes and what-the-
fuck-evers—made me want to choke somebody every time I passed one
of them. So I was not disappointed in the least when I heard that the
company had fallen on hard times and had to close six hundred of its
shops across the country. As far as I was concerned, they could close
them all.

But I digress.
I parked my jeep in a space at the far end of the lot and took out



my binoculars. There were maybe ten company trucks parked close to
the building and double that many private vehicles. Since I had been
here just a few minutes, I hadn’t yet seen anybody enter or leave the
building. I really didn’t know what I was doing here, I suppose it was
simply that I didn’t really have anything else to do right now.

The techs from Master-Plan were still busy working away at the
Cultural Center. I had checked in with KeeAnn LaForge as I drove
from Hoover and she told me that she was confident her people could
finish everything by the end of the day. She had dispatched a couple
more people to help the other two and had instructed them to work
with all deliberate haste, going into overtime if necessary. Kee also told
me that she had arranged for a guard to be on station at eight tonight
and work until midnight. She gave me his name and cell number and
also the name and number of the patrol supervisor who would be
driving by the place throughout the night.

I thanked her and told her I’d see her later. She made an off-color
remark that I tried to ignore, but it made me laugh anyhow.

And now here I was, sitting, watching, waiting. For what I did not
know, which was standard.

After about a half hour, a gaggle of rough looking men walked out
of the front doors of the building and headed over to the trucks not far
away. They were all dressed in dirty jeans or overalls and heavy work
boots. They appeared to be talking animatedly, some smiling. It took
them a few minutes to load up into three of the trucks and then they
drove out of the lot, turning left on Roebuck Parkway. Perhaps they
were on their way to a job. And there was nothing wrong with that.

Again, I asked myself what I was doing here. And again, the
answer was the same: I had no clue at the moment. So I sat and
watched some more.

An hour passed before anyone else came out of the building, this
time just two men, and they were dressed as the others had been. They
walked over to one of the civilian vehicles, a black Chevy extended cab
pickup, and climbed in. They too took to the parkway, but turned
right.

Well that was all the excitement I could stand for one afternoon. It
was nearly five and I wanted to go up and check on things at the



Cultural Center, see how the techs were coming. And at least there, I
would have some clue as to what I was supposed to be doing.

Not much of one, mind you, but some was usually better than
none.



Chapter 17

What a difference a few hours makes. When I arrived at the
Cultural Center this time, finding a parking space was not such an easy
thing to do. Every spot was taken, even around the side. So I drove
over to the abandoned auto shop across the street and parked in my
spot from last night.

Claudia Gomez was not at the reception desk when I walked in
this time. There were two other staffers there, one named Rita and the
other Alejandro. I had met them yesterday and when they saw me
come in both smiled and waved.

The whole place was crowded and loud. I maneuvered around
several people and came to stand in front of Alejandro, a handsome
young Latino man with dark wavy hair and a thick mustache.

“Hey, Derrick,” he said over the den of other voices. “You come by
to punch up some more bad guys today?”

I smiled modestly.
“Not if I can help it. Where’s Mike?”
“In his office,” Alejandro said. “He talking to a client right now

who's got some personal problems. Even though he ain’t a therapist, a
lot of people come in and talk to him about personal stuff.”

I nodded.
“Well when he gets done could you tell him I’m here?”
“Sure thing,” Alejandro said.
“And where are the techs right now? I see their vehicle’s still out

front.”
“They around somewhere,” Alejandro said. “Last time I seen them

was fifteen minutes or more ago, two of ‘em heading toward the back
past the rec area. They settin’ up some monitors in a little office back
there.”

I nodded and thanked him, then pushed away from the desk and



made my way through the crowd. Several people recognized me from
yesterday and some of them smiled and spoke, others simply eyed me
—some suspiciously—and said nothing, one or two nodding.

I found one of the techs in the little office Alejandro had
mentioned. He was down on the floor on his back working on
something under the desk. After a few minutes and some cussing, the
man stood up rubbing his hands. He told me that the wiring for the
alarm system was already complete and that now all they had to do
was program it to the central monitoring network and they would be
good to go. He had already assigned key codes to the staff and they
were told to memorize them. He asked if I wanted one for myself,
saying that KeeAnn LaForge had already authorized it. I told him sure.

He also told me that in about another hour they should have the
cameras fully operational and ready to test. If everything went well
they should be done by seven, maybe seven-thirty at the latest.

I thanked him and told him I’d be around till they were done. He
nodded and then went back to work. I left him to it, making my way
back around to reception.

As I approached the desk, the door to Miguel Ebony’s office
opened and he walked out with a stout middle aged man who
appeared to have been crying not too long ago. Ebony put a hand on
the man’s shoulder and whispered something in his ear. The man
nodded, shook Ebony’s hand, and then walked toward the front door.

Ebony saw me and smiled, waving me over. We shook hands and
then went into the office and sat down.

“You said you don’t drink coffee,” Ebony said as he settled behind
his desk. “But how about a soda or something.”

“Actually I don’t drink those anymore either,” I told him. “In any
case, I’m fine now. Thanks.”

He nodded.
“So how goes it, Derrick?”
“That’s what I was going to ask you, Mike. How are things today,

anymore problems?”
“Not since you dealt with those guys yesterday,” he told me. “I’ve

been asking everybody if they had any trouble on their jobs today. So
far nothing. Maybe now that they know we have somebody looking out



for us, all of this stuff will stop and then we can get back to doing what
we’re supposed to be doing here. I see your tech people have been busy
all day. They gave us all codes to the alarm system, showed us how to
work it. And the cameras are going to be up today too, I understand. I
spoke to the lead guy and he’s going to make it so they can run a
monitor in here so I can keep watch as well.”

I nodded.
“A good idea. And I talked to KeeAnn LaForge a little while ago as

well. There will be a guard here tonight at eight p.m. His name is
Hector Diaz and he’ll be posted until midnight. There will also be an
overnight patrol after that. Someone will be coming by every hour or
so to make sure things are alright. Plus they’ll be monitoring the alarm
at Master-Plan headquarters. And last night I spoke with the patrol
sergeant for East Precinct. He’s a friend and says he’ll keep an extra
eye on the place when he can.”

Miguel Ebony grinned and lightly slapped a hand down on the
desk.

“Damn, Derrick, Michelle was right about you. You sure know how
to get things done. We should have gone to Mrs. Simon earlier and
gotten you involved. This is all really great. And we really appreciate
it.”

“All a part of the service,” I replied. “Now that we’ve begun the
security improvements around here and everything seems to be going
smoothly, I need to ask about your homes. Yours and your staff
members. I know you said that there have been some phone calls.
Some just hang-ups but some threats too.”

“That’s right,” Ebony said a little apprehensively. “Just stupid stuff
really. But nobody has been bothered at home beyond the calls. At
least not so far. And I’m glad. I don’t live all that far away from here.”

“Are you married?”
“No,” he said. “But I do have a girlfriend. She doesn’t live with me

but she does stay over some times; and I stay at her place from time to
time.”

I nodded.
“Alright. I need you to pass this along to your staff. If anybody sees

something in the least bit suspicious while they’re at home or any



other place—people staring at them too closely, people following them,
anything not routine or that makes them nervous—they need to let me
know right away. It might be nothing, but it might be something. And I
need to know about it so I can make a determination. We might have
to start augmenting security at personal residences at that point. It’ll
just depend. But I need to know about any suspicions right away.
Okay?”

Ebony’s brow furrowed, but he nodded.
“Sure, Derrick. I’ll pass it along. I have to admit that you’re scaring

me a little. I guess I never really thought that this might go beyond
work. But we’d be stupid not to consider it. Hell, we have all gotten
phone calls at home. Of course, all of our numbers are listed in the
phonebook, so I suppose they could come to our homes…”

“It might not go that far,” I said in an attempt to assuage some of
his fear. “But it is best to be prepared. Make sure your staff all have my
cell number. If they have a problem at any time, they should call
immediately; and the police if necessary.”

“Alright,” Ebony said. “I will.”
“Okay,” I said, glancing at my watch. “Well it’s almost six. I’m

gonna hang out until the guard shows up. The techs should be finished
before then. Are you locking up tonight?”

“No,” he said. “Rita and Alejandro have the duty tonight. We
rotate every other day. I’m leaving at seven. My girlfriend is coming to
pick me up after she leaves the hospital. She’s a surgeon at St.
Vincent’s East. Then we’re going out to dinner.”

I nodded and stood up.
“Alright then. I’m gonna go out and look around. I’ll see you

before you leave.”
He stood and walked me to the door. Out in reception and

everywhere else the place was crowded, and the atmosphere close and
friendly. An ordinary person would have felt most at-ease in this
environment. But I was far from ordinary.

I went out into the parking lot and had a quick glance around. The
sun was starting to go down but the sky was still clear of clouds, the
rain having moved out of the area over night. The weekend forecast
was sunny and warm. Maybe I’d get out and enjoy it.



Assuming nothing happened around here that needed my
attention.

There were always assumptions.
No way around them.
At least none that I had discovered thus far.
But I would keep looking.



Chapter 18

Saturday did turn out to be a pretty day and I decided to use part
of it to fulfill a promise I had made. In the afternoon, I came over to
Traci’s house and took M.J. out into their backyard and spent several
hours teaching him the finer points of unarmed personal defense.
Ordinarily I refer to it as personal combat, but when instructing a
fifteen year old—and for the sake of his mother with whom I am
sleeping—I call it personal defense.

As I had told M.J. the other day, the basics of the fighting style I
use were taught to me when I was an antiterrorism specialist in the Air
Force a couple decades back; and most of that style was taken from a
Russian system called Systema, which actually means The System.

We did some stretches for about ten minutes to warm up, and
then I went directly into the lesson.

“One of the most common things that happens in a confrontation
is somebody grabs you by the throat or the front of your shirt,” I
explained, standing close to him, both of us dressed in sweatpants and
T-shirts and sneakers. “So here is something quick and easy that you
can do to get them to back off. Take hold of the front of my shirt.”

M.J. did as instructed. I immediately pressed my palms together,
forming my arms into a bow, then quickly jabbed the tips of my fingers
into his solar plexus. Next, as he bent forward and released my shirt, I
followed up with another jab to his throat, but stopped just before
making contact. The spear-hand strike.

“See,” I said. “Quick and easy.”
“Yeah,” M.J. said, rubbing his chest. “And painful. I know you

didn’t use full power either, but I still felt it.”
“Yeah. The key to Systema is using strong parts of your body

against the weaker parts of your opponent’s body. The solar plexus
and the throat are vulnerable areas. That’s why you have to learn to



protect them when you’re in a fight. Now let’s try that again…
“You can take your index finger, stiffen it, and drive it into the

throat just above the collar bone, or on the sides of the neck…
“Take your thumb, press it firmly against your fore-knuckle with

about a half inch protruding, then jab it into the flesh around the neck;
anywhere along the neck because it’s all soft tissue and very
vulnerable. You can also jam the thumb into the jaw muscles and
cause all kinds of pain to your attacker. It’s called the thumb-point
strike…

“Use your middle fingers. Press them into the spot beneath the
ears. There are pressure points there. Push hard and it’ll cause a lot of
pain very fast. And if you really want to get creative… Nah, better skip
that lesson. Your mom probably wouldn’t want me to go there…

“Fore-knuckle strike… hammer fist… vertical fist punch…
horizontal fist punch… heel-palm strike… back-hand chop… chop
across the body…

“Kicks under the knees… sweeping hook kick… groin kick… side
kick… hook kicks to the back… joint destabilization kicks…
combination kicks…

“Then you have combination moves. These are good for dropping
your opponent quickly with a series of well-aimed and devastating
attacks. The first involves a punch to the solar plexus, followed up with
an elbow to the jaw, and then a back-hand chop across the throat…
Next, you start with a kick… And there’s the elbow strike with a twist
and a chop, followed up with a punch to…

“The last thing I’m going to cover today is what is known as
shocking strikes. These are little tricks that you can use to incapacitate
a person with very little effort. Some of them have already been
covered in the other lessons, but here I’m going to teach you some
enhancements that will make things a little easier if you ever have to
use them in an actual fight. We’ll start with that thumb-point strike
that I showed you earlier… Now let me show you how to launch a heel-
palm from very close quarters and still get a lot of power behind it…
Just like that, once your opponent bends down you raise your other
knee into his nose… Now move in very quickly and slam your shoulder
into your opponent’s chest, bending your knees and twisting your hips



in rapid motion… Strike the center of your target with your fore-
knuckles and close your fist on impact to get more power behind it,
and make sure you’re turning your hips into the blow in order…”

I actually lasted three hours with a fifteen year old. And when it
was over, I surely felt it. We were both sweating and breathing heavily,
but I knew he’d recover in just a few minutes. This forty-plus year old
body was going to need a bit more time. Maybe more than a bit.

“Man you sure know a lot of stuff, Derrick,” M.J. said after
finishing off the last of the water from the fifth bottle he had opened.
“I’m gonna have to study up before we get together again. I need to
practice those punches some more. And work on that body-twist and
wave-concept thing you showed me. You think we can do this again
next weekend?”

I chuckled and wiped sweat from my face with my left hand.
“Assuming I don’t have a coronary before then,” I said. “And your

mother doesn’t have any objections. Sure. And if work doesn’t come
up.”

“Alright,” he said with a huge grin. “Thanks, Derrick. Thanks a
lot.”

We shook hands and I patted him on the back. The rear screen
door to the house opened and Traci stepped outside wearing blue
jeans and a pink T-shirt. I thought she looked very desirable, but
attempted to keep the lust from my eyes for the sake of her son.

“Well you boys do look worn out,” she said as she approached,
eyeing both of us. “I trust you’re all done for the day?”

“Sure, mom,” M.J. said, collecting all the empty water bottles and
picking up his sweat towel from the ground. “We’re done. But I want
Derrick to teach me some more stuff next weekend if it’s okay with
you.”

Traci stared at me and I busied myself with my own sweat towel,
wiping my bald head very thoroughly.

“Well if Derrick isn’t too busy next week and he wants to do it, I
don’t see a problem.”

M.J. grinned.
“Thanks, mom. Thanks, Derrick.”
“Not a problem, kiddo,” I said.



“M.J., why don’t you go inside and get cleaned up. Maybe take a
shower. Dinner’s in an hour.”

“Okay, mom,” he said, and then was gone.
Traci turned to me as I finished wiping my face.
“You’re all sweaty,” she said.
“Yes I am,” I said, draping the towel around my shoulders. “Does

it turn you on?”
Traci stepped very close to me and grinned.
“It sure does. Think the neighbors would get upset if I boffed a

gorgeous black guy in the backyard?”
I chuckled and leaned forward to kiss her lips.
“Screw them,” I said. “It’s private property. They shouldn’t be

looking anyway.”
She laughed and put her arms around my neck, kissing me full on

the mouth.
“You know you need a shower too. Why don’t you come up to my

room and use my bathroom?”
I stared deeply into her soft brown eyes for several moments and

she stared back innocently.
“And will you be helping to wash my back, Ms. Brenner?”
“You never know,” she rejoined. “Anything can happen when you

least expect it.”
I kissed her again.
“I sure as hell hope so, babe.”
We went into the house holding hands and Traci led me upstairs.

Suddenly my energy was returning. Strange how that always seemed
to happen whenever I was faced with the possibility of seeing Traci
naked.



Chapter 19

“He’s not lying. That’s exactly what we used to do back when we
first started working together. Whenever there was time, no matter
what city we were in, we’d go looking for a Hooters Restaurant, and
nine times out of ten we’d find one. Became a tradition with us for a
while there.”

“Why doesn’t that surprise me,” Sandi Michaels shook her head at
Rod Riker. “Two government agents on the taxpayers’ dime out
wasting their time and money looking for hoochies! No wonder the
government’s broke.”

Everyone at the table laughed and Traci glanced over at me.
“Never would have guessed you had a thing for hooters,” she

whispered, touching my knee underneath the table.
“That wasn’t the reason we went,” I whispered back.
“It was just something to do, really,” Rod placated. “It was never

that we were really interested in the girls, or the shorts and tight tops.
The first time we went into one together was when we were on
assignment in Indiana. And the only reason we went in that time was
because it was the only place close to where we were staying and we
were starving.”

“Sure it was,” Sandi said, grinning. “And if you have any ideas
about getting me to put on a pair of orange shorts and a white tank-
top, you can forget it, Mister.”

Rod looked at her appraisingly for a few moments, a sly grin on
his bearded lips.

“I don’t know, you own and gym and are in great physical
condition. Might look really hot in a Hooters outfit.”

She punched him in the side, and not too gently. Then Rod put his
arm around her shoulders and kissed her on the lips.

“You know I’m only kidding, sweetie. I like the outfits you wear



around the gym now.”
Traci was smiling and she glanced my way once more, her hand

still on my leg.
It was Sunday night and the four of us had decided to get together

for dinner. Since Traci had been back in Birmingham, she had met
Rod and Sandi and they had both been appropriately surprised to
learn of our long-term relationship from days past, and the
circumstances surrounding our renewed acquaintance. The meeting
was brief, but they seemed to like her and she liked them. Rod lived in
Lake Charles, Louisiana but tried to get up to Birmingham as often as
possible to see Sandi, and this weekend he was here so we decided to
do a double date.

Sandi had suggested an Italian place in Vestavia Hills off of
Summit Boulevard called Romano’s. I had never eaten there before
but Traci had and said the food was really good. And it really was,
most notably the pasta.

“So do you two ever go to Hooters anymore?” Traci asked.
I glanced over at Rod.
“It’s been a while,” I said finally. “I know we went to that one in

Dallas a few years ago after that little adventure we had down in Lake

Charles
[4]

. And I think the last time was when you came to town on

that case up in Jasper, the defective drywall manufacturers
[5]

.”
“Yeah,” Rod nodded. “That’s right. We went to the one right close

to your gym, Sandi.”
“Oh really now,” she said, poking his ribs once more, this time

more gently. Then she rubbed his stomach and kissed him. “Well as
long as it was for the food.”

“Believe me, babe, the food’s all I want out of that place. Especially
these days. All those girls are young enough to be my daughter. I like
my women more mature. And with more meat on their bones.”

Sandi laughed and put her hand over her mouth, glancing around.
“You know if I wasn’t so self-confident I’d be killing you right now,

Rod.”
Rod smiled.



“And that’s what I like about dating a mature woman. You’re
comfortable with yourself. You don’t need anybody to validate you.
And you know you’re in great shape, better shape than all those
Hooters girls put together.”

“Still a smooth talker, hey, Rod?” I said.
He grinned at me. Sandi took his face in her hands and kissed him

again.
Our waiter came over and asked if he could get us anything else.

Rod ordered another bottle of wine—number three. He and Sandi and
Traci were drinking it. I was drinking tea, being a non-drinker, but I
was just as relaxed and silly as they were. The waiter went to get the
bottle and another glass of tea for me.

“So you two have retired your Hooters quest then?” Traci said.
“Yeah,” I confirmed. “Now we’re going to have to find a new

mission I suppose.”
“Well maybe Sandi and I can help with that,” she said, leaning

over and looking into my eyes.
“Maybe you can,” I said.
It was the best night out I’ve had in a long time, and as the evening

drew to a close, it was with great reluctance that we parted. We went
out to the parking lot and talked for a few minutes more before finally
saying good night.

Traci and I climbed into my jeep and she leaned over and kissed
me before putting on her seatbelt.

“M.J. knows not to expect me home before morning,” she said
slyly. “And he knows he better not be throwing any parties while I’m
not there. You could never teach him enough self-defense to protect
him from me if he did that.”

I chuckled and started the engine.
“He’s a good kid,” I said. “And smart. If he did throw a party he’d

do a good job covering up the evidence.”
Traci smirked at me, reaching into her purse and pulling out her

cell phone.
“And that’s why I’m going to call him right now and check on him.

You just concentrate on getting us to your place because all of a
sudden I have this incredible urge to suck your dick!”



There was a sudden surge in my loins and I glanced over at Traci
as she leaned back in her seat with the phone to her right ear. Her
expression was a mixture of mirth and lust. My favorite mixture.

I put the jeep in gear and backed out of the parking space, the
surge continuing in my pants.

Traci grinned and then started speaking into the phone as her son
answered.

Vestavia Hills isn’t all that far away from Homewood and tonight I
was very glad of that. It meant I wouldn’t have to abuse the speed limit
too much to get us there.

It also meant that it wouldn’t be too long before I was stripping
that sexy little black dress off of Traci’s sleek little body and doing all
sorts of unspeakable things to her.

And then there are those things that I knew she was looking
forward to doing to me…

Yes, I thought, turning onto Highway 280, must go faster!



Chapter 20

Monday morning I woke up at my usual five o’clock. Traci was still
asleep beside me and I did my best to ease out of bed without
disturbing her; however, when I came out of the bathroom a few
minutes later she was sitting up in bed with the bedside lamp on and
the sheet pulled up over her chest. Despite the sleep still in her eyes,
she was smiling.

“I tried to be quiet,” I said, walking over to the bed and sitting
down next to her.

“That’s alright,” she said. “I needed to get up anyway. I’ve got to
get home and make sure M.J. is up and ready for school. How’d you
sleep?”

I grinned and leaned over to kiss her.
“Very well, thank you. That little after dinner workout you gave

me helped a lot.”
“Glad to have been of assistance, sir,” she returned, glancing at the

bedside clock. “Are you gonna go for a run this morning?”
“Thinking about it,” I said. “Would you like to join me?”
She smirked at me.
“I’ll leave that to you, lover. That’s why I have a treadmill and a

Bow-Flex at home. Thank you very much for the invite though.”
“And they are put to good use,” I said, smiling at her. “The

treadmill and Bow-Flex I mean. Your body is in excellent condition.”
“Thank you. And so is yours,” she added with a lustful glint.
I dressed in running clothes as Traci got up to go into the

bathroom. Before leaving the apartment, I stuck my head into the
shower to say good bye, and Traci splashed water on me.

This morning was a little cooler but after the first mile down
Green Springs Highway, I warmed up plenty. Four and a half miles
later, I was back at home, winded, sweaty, and smiling between deep



breaths.
Traci had driven her car over to my place yesterday afternoon

before we went out with Sandi and Rod. So that meant I didn’t have to
drive her back home this morning. When I returned to the parking lot
outside my building, I didn’t see her vehicle. Inside I found a very
erotic note stuck up on the mirror above my bedroom dresser.

Smiling, I crumpled the note and went into the bathroom to
shower and shave.

I wasn’t sure what I was going to do today concerning the Center
Point Cultural Center. Over the weekend, everything appeared to go
smoothly. I had checked in with Miguel Ebony and with the guard
assigned to watch the center for a few hours at night, as well as the
dispatch office at Master-Plan. Everyone reported the same thing, no
problems. That was good, but it kind of left me without much to do. I’d
probably go over and have a look around this morning, check in, then
maybe go and sit and watch Biggs Construction some more. If
something else didn’t happen soon I might tell Nadya Simon that my
work was done. No sense in collecting a paycheck if you aren’t doing
anything useful. At least that’s the way I see it.

I made breakfast and ate it in the front room, turning the
television on and flipping through the channels for a while before
deciding there was nothing on that I wanted to see, so I shut the set off
and went back to my breakfast.

I was just about done when my cell rang. It was Miguel Ebony. He
was in the emergency room at St. Vincent’s East and wanted me to
come over right away.

So much for nothing happening.
It took almost thirty minutes to get to Center Point this morning.

St. Vincent’s East is about three miles southeast the Cultural Center, as
the crow flies, located on Medical Park Drive about a half a mile from
Exit 137 on Interstate 59. I turned into the lot at eight thirty-five and
found a parking spot near the entrance to Emergency.

Miguel Ebony was standing in the waiting area across from the
desk where a couple of nurses were standing and talking to people in
street clothes. Ebony was not alone, there was a female physician
standing next to him. She wore hospital greens and a white lab coat



with a stethoscope sticking out of one pocket. As I approached them, I
stared at her for perhaps a moment too long. But considering the fact
of how beautiful she was, I’m sure this happened to her all the time.
She smiled easily.

“Thanks for coming, Derrick,” Ebony greeted me with an extended
hand.

“No problem,” I said, briefly glancing at the woman beside him
once more. “What’s happening?”

“Oh, Derrick, where are my manners?” he said, glancing at his
companion. “This is Tseday Sirak, she’s a doctor here. She’s also my
girlfriend. Tseday, this Derrick, the man I told you about.”

Dr. Sirak extended her hand and we shook. Up close, she was even
more striking. Skin the color of burnt sienna, eyes as dark as coal,
long, thick black hair tied back in a ponytail, and a sensuality about
her that would enslave any normal man. And maybe one not so
normal.

Even though she spoke with no trace of an accent, I knew that she
was not a native born U.S. citizen. Africa definitely. Nigeria maybe.
Perhaps Kenya. I’ll bet she had an interesting personal history, but
now was not the time to pursue it. Perhaps later.

“Good to meet you, Dr, Sirak,” I said.
“You too, Derrick,” she replied. “And, please, call me Tseday.”
I nodded, turning back to my client and repeating my question.
“So, what’s up?”
“Early this morning one of my clients was jumped as he was

walking to work over on Edwards Lake Road, a construction job.
Actually, he’s a part of a clean up crew that’s removing debris from a
lot where they just knocked down some apartments to make room for
a new development. He got the job last week.”

“Mugging?” I asked.
“No,” Ebony replied. “He doesn’t have any money. And the guys

that beat him didn’t take anything that he did have.”
“Did he recognize them?” I asked.
“Derrick, you have to understand what we’re dealing with here.

He’s frightened, he’s in a country where he’s an outsider, and not very
popular because of it. He doesn’t speak the language very well and he



doesn’t believe that the police are really going to help.”
“So he won’t say?” I asked.
“No,” he said. “Not to the police, not to me. The only reason he’s

here at the hospital now is because after he was attacked he didn’t
have any place to go so he walked all the way up to the Cultural Center.
I came in early this morning and found him sitting outside the door,
battered and bloody. That was at seven. I put him in my car and drove
him here. He’s busted up pretty bad.”

Ebony looked at Dr. Sirak.
“Several broken ribs, contusions, one of his eyes is swollen closed.

He will need to be off his feet for at least a couple of weeks.”
“And since he doesn’t have insurance or a steady job,” Ebony put

in, “he’s going to be in a tougher bind than he was before. I’m going to
do what I can for him. We have an emergency fund at the center. This
will probably clean it out, but I can’t just do nothing.”

“Yeah,” I nodded. “Who has the construction job your guy was
working?”

“Not sure,” Ebony said. “I could find out. I know it’s not Biggs
though, if that’s what you wanted to know. He doesn’t hire any of my
clients. In fact, I don’t think he’s ever hired any Latinos.”

Dr. Sirak’s pager went off and she pulled it from her pocket.
“Mike, I need to get to the OR for a procedure. I’ll call you later;

maybe we can have lunch if you have time.”
“Sure thing, babe,” he said, turning and kissing her on the lips.
We watched as she walked away and then Miguel Ebony turned

back to face me.
“Do you think this is the beginning of something, Derrick?” he

asked with rising concern in his eyes. “I mean, if they can’t harass us at
the center, maybe they’ll start targeting the clients themselves?”

“Possible,” I admitted. “But you know this could be something else
completely. Your guy might have gambling debts or something.
Perhaps something else. Maybe something you don’t know about.”

“I don’t think so, Derrick. I’ve known Eduardo for a while and he
doesn’t seem the type. And he’s really frightened. I know that if he had
some problems like you’re describing he’d have reason to be scared,
but I just don’t buy it.”



“Alright,” I said. “Maybe it is related to the troubles you’re having.
If this is the case then you need to start warning all your people that
they should be more careful. Don’t go anywhere alone, and if
something does happen, they have to be willing to report it, at least to
you. You have to convince them to tell you whatever they know, and
then you have to pass it on to me. That’s the only way this is going to
work, Mike. It’s the only way I’m going to be able to do something
about it.”

He stared at me for a long moment before nodding.
“I’ll do my best,” he said.
“Good,” I said. “Are you going to hang in here for a while?”
“Yeah,” he said. “They aren’t going to keep him much longer

because he doesn’t have insurance. I’m going to wait until he’s
released and then drive him home. Claudia and Rita are at the center
right now.”

“Alright,” I said. “I’ll go up there now and keep an eye on things. If
something develops, or Eduardo decides to talk, give me a call.”

“I will, Derrick,” he said. “And thanks again for coming.”
I went back outside and got in my Cherokee, sitting behind the

wheel and thinking for a few minutes. My client was right; this could
be the start of a new campaign against the members of the Cultural
Center. And if that was the case, then very soon a lot of other people
could get hurt. I might need a little help with this project.

That thought made me smile because I knew just who I was going
to call. After all, what were friends for?



Chapter 21

“I guess since you don’t take them yourself you don’t actually
know what vacations are. But what usually happens is a person takes
off from work and tries to relax, maybe goes to see some friends and
spend time with them. Maybe one of those friends is of the opposite
sex and… Oh, forget it! You wouldn’t understand. So tell me more
about this situation.”

Rod Riker and I were sitting in my jeep parked across the street
from the Cultural Center in my usual spot at the closed repair shop. It
was almost eleven a.m. and the early morning sunshine was fast giving
way to clouds, and the temperature was struggling to climb out of the
upper fifties. Spring might be fast approaching but winter didn’t want
to give up so easily.

“There isn’t all that much more to tell,” I said, watching as two
people approached the building across the street from the parkway.
They were on foot, dressed in worn jeans and wearing light jackets that
had seen better days. “Somebody’s been harassing the people at the
Cultural Center and I’ve been hired to stop it. I got cameras in place
and an alarm system last week, a guard for a few hours at night when
they close. There were break-ins and vandalism before, vehicles
trashed in the parking lot. Cameras will probably eliminate most of
that. As will the guard and the patrol that comes by after he leaves at
midnight. Also got the police to pay more attention as well.”

“But now somebody is directly attacking the people this place is
helping?” Rod offered.

“Yeah,” I told him. “Put a guy in the hospital this morning. He was
walking to work at a place not too far from here when he got jumped.
He’s too frightened to say who did it or why. It is possible that the
attack has nothing to do with the other problems, but if we assume
that then there is little that can be done.”



“So for now we assume the attack is related to everything else,”
Rod said. “So where does that leave us?”

“It leaves us with the reason I called you,” I told him. “And let me
start off by saying again, thank you very much, Mr. Riker, for
graciously volunteering to help.”

“Oh, fuck you,” Rod said and grinned. “Just tell me before I
change my mind. You know Sandi and I were supposed to meet at her
place for lunch this afternoon. I was going to cook, and there was every
chance that nudity would be involved. And just between us guys, if you
think she looks incredible in workout clothes, you ain’t seen nothing.
But I have.”

I shook my head and stared at him.
“Lucky dog,” I said. “Sometimes I wonder how you’re still alive

after hooking up with her.”
“Vitamins,” Rod replied, and then smiled. “And some other

medicinal wonders.”
“Do you mean the little blue pills?” I said.
“My lips are sealed, Mr. Olin.”
“I’m sure. Well, whatever works, I suppose. You old guys need all

the help you can get.”
“Once again,” Rod said, “fuck you! Now can we get back to the

briefing?”
“Sure,” I said. “It’s simple. As far as suspects with good motives

go, the best one I have at the moment is Luther Biggs of Biggs
Construction Consultants.” I explained about Biggs for a few minutes
and Rod listened in silence.

“So you figure that maybe this Biggs guy is trying to shut down the
center because the people they help are making it possible for his
competition to undercut him? Making it difficult for him to get
contracts and all?”

“Maybe,” I said. “The thing is, there are a lot of people in Center
Point and Birmingham proper that would like to shut this place down,
but right now Biggs is the only one I know for sure with a strong
motive. I’ve done a little research on him and can’t really find anything
dirty, but that’s more your bag than mine.”

“You want me to snoop through his life?”



“Yeah,” I said. “And keep an eye on him, his whole operation
actually. Do what you do best, disappear into the shadows and find
something. If there is something to find.”

“Well this isn’t exactly the way I had envisioned spending my time
here in Birmingham this trip. But I suppose the cause is worthy.”

“It is,” I told him. “And not to worry. This is a paying job. Bill me
at your regular rate. The person footing the bill has the bucks.”

“Good to know,” Rod said. “So when do you want me to start?”
“You’re already on the clock,” I told him, reaching to the dash and

picking up a notepad. “In there you’ll find the address of Biggs’ place.
It’s just down the parkway, south. Plus some other relevant details
about him and his company. I’m sure you’ll develop much more in no
time, but this will start you off.”

Rod took the notepad.
“Alright,” he said, reaching for the door handle. “I’ll go have a

look. Soon as I have something, I’ll give you a call. You staying here?”
I nodded.
“For now, yes. I want to stay close for a while.”
Rod nodded and climbed out.
“Talk to you later,” he said, closing the passenger’s door and

walking over to his rental car parked across the street in front of the
Cultural Center. I watched him drive away and continued to sit and
wait and to think.

At the moment there was nothing else I could do.
Or at least there was nothing else that I could think of to do at the

moment.



Chapter 22

I had dinner with Traci and M.J. at their house in Hoover Monday
evening and then drove back to Center Point to be there when the
Cultural Center closed. It was eight-fifty when I arrived and the guard
from Master-Plan was posted out front near the entrance.

Hector Diaz, a short but powerfully built Latino man in his early
thirties with serious eyes and a bearing that could only be gained from
several years of military service. His black and khaki uniform was
immaculately pressed and spotless and his black boots were highly
polished. He was standing at parade-rest when I pulled into the lot
across the street, and when I got out and approached him he actually
came to attention, but his right hand hovered near his weapon until he
recognized me.

“Good evening, sir,” Diaz said in accentless English. “Thought it
was you but I wanted to be sure.”

“No need to explain,” I said, coming to stop beside him, glancing
inside the building. “How are things here?”

“Good,” he said. “Most of the clients are gone now. A few still in
there, but mainly the staff. Dr. Ebony and two others. Alejandro and
Claudia, I think is her name.”

I nodded.
“Yeah. Claudia Gomez. You gonna be here till midnight?”
“‘Yes, sir,” Diaz said. “Every night for the time being. It’s only four

hours a night and six nights a week. I go to school and have another
part-time job on the weekends. Working here in the evenings for a few
hours is perfect for me right now. I told dispatch I can do it all.”

“Sounds good,” I said. “And you know that if something does
happen, after you call dispatch…”

“I call you,” Diaz replied sharply. “Yes, sir. Miss LaForge herself
made sure I knew that.”



“Good man,” I said. “Well I’m gonna go in and say hi. I’ll see you
in a bit.”

He nodded and stepped aside and I went into the building.
Claudia Gomez smiled as I approached the reception desk.

Alejandro was busy joking with someone on the left side of the desk.
“Well hello again, Derrick,” Claudia Gomez said, leaning her arms

against the back of the imitation wood counter. “Didn’t think we’d see
you again today.”

“Just wanted to drop by and make sure everything was okay,” I
said, glancing around. “Looks like you’re about done.”

“Yeah,” she said. “We were just about to kick everybody out and
turn on the alarm so we could clear out ourselves. Mike’s in back
helping a couple people with their résumés, they’ve got interviews
tomorrow. He should be wrapping up too.”

I nodded, glancing around again.
“Sounds good,” I said. “I guess I’ll just wait till you lock up.”
“Fine by me,” Claudia Gomez grinned. “Hector out there makes us

feel safe, but I have to admit, having you around makes me feel really
safe.”

At that moment, Miguel Ebony walked around the side of the
counter with two young women on his heels. They were all speaking in
Spanish and when he saw me, he waved. The two young women were
carrying sheets of paper in their hands and looking them over. They
spoke to Miguel for another minute, then said good bye to everyone.
The last two clients also left and Alejandro came around the counter to
lock the door.

“And that is it for another day, people,” Miguel Ebony said with an
exhausted but triumphant look on his face. “Good work to all.”

Alejandro and Claudia Gomez cheered and I stood near the door
and watched them. Miguel leaned against the front of the counter and
glanced my way.

“The day started out rocky,” he said. “But it got better. I want to—”
Several shots rang out and cut him off in mid-sentence. Everyone

else looked around in shock, but my training and reflexes work
differently from those of normal people. As soon as I heard the first
shot, I crouched and quickly moved over to Ebony, pulling him down



on the floor while ordering Alejandro and Claudia Gomez to get down
on the floor behind the counter.

More gunshots rang out and I heard glass breaking somewhere
directly ahead of me. If I remembered correctly, the light switch was in
back of the building, quite a long distance away. But it was probably
worth the risk because we were exposed in here with no blinds and all
the lights on.

I told Ebony not to move and then started crawling around the
counter on my stomach, moving very fast toward the back of the
corridor. More shots could be heard, but this time they sounded
different. Like a SIG pistol. Then I remembered that Hector Diaz
carried at SIG-Sauer P-228 9mm. Good man.

I reached the panel with the light controls on it and rose to my
knees, flicking all the switches down and plunging the entire place into
darkness. Suddenly I found myself breathing again. I really should try
to remember to stop doing that. Not breathing during stressful times
was supposed to be a bad thing, but for some reason or other, I always
found that when the action started I stopped breathing. Well, after
twenty years in the field I guess it was too late to change now.

More shots were fired and this time it was not a SIG.
I drew the Taurus from my right hip and moved back into the

front room. Miguel Ebony was where I had left him, and when I called
out to them, both Alejandro and Claudia Gomez responded that they
were alright, uninjured. However, from the tenor of their shaky voices
I knew they were both frightened.

Join the club.
“Everybody stay where you are!” I ordered. “And stay down. I’m

going outside to help Hector. I’ll take the key in the door with me and
lock the door from outside. Remember, stay down!”

My right hand shook a little and I took a deep breath, then rolled
over to the door and came up on my knees, quickly turning the lock
and carefully pushing the door open to avoid clanging the bells, pulling
the keys free of the lock as I did so.

The cool air outside was very refreshing, but I didn’t take the time
to enjoy it. I closed and locked the door behind me and then moved
over to the front bumper of the black pickup truck parked in front of



the building. I knew this was Hector’s vehicle, but what I didn’t know
is where Hector was.

Then, almost as if on cue, gunshots sounded once more, off to the
far left of the building. A SIG, followed quickly by some other type of
handgun.

I took another deep breath, released it, then eased down onto my
stomach and started crawling off in the direction of the shots, toward
the parkway.

I had crawled maybe ten feet when I spotted Hector crouched near
some bushes approximately twenty yards from the side parking lot.
His weapon was pointing at a forty-five degree angle at some unseen
target and I halted my progression and watched that area. There was
only one street light over this way and it wasn’t much help. Cars were
passing by on the parkway, and every now and then, the headlights
would illuminate some things, but still I saw nothing. And then there
was a muzzle flash.

Hector ducked down but I didn’t. After all, whoever was shooting
wasn’t shooting at me. I inhaled and slowly released it as I pulled the
trigger of my Taurus. Once, twice, three times, four. The reports were
very loud this close to me and my ears would be ringing for a long time
tonight.

Hector Diaz spun around at the sound of my shots, but when he
saw that it was me he relaxed, then took up aim in the direction of the
hostile. Neither of us moved, just continued to watch that area and
everything else we could see. After about five minutes, we could hear
sirens approaching fast. Something told me that either the shooter was
down or had taken off, but we weren’t going over to check it out until
the cops arrived.

I told Hector to move back to my position and covered him until
he reached me, then we backed up to the other side of his truck and
rose to our knees. I glanced into the building and could just make out
Miguel Ebony still lying on the floor in front of the reception counter.
He did not appear to be injured, but I couldn’t tell for sure. But it
would still be a few minutes longer before I could check on him too.

The first police car turned off the parkway with lights flashing. I
quickly holstered my weapon and told Hector to do the same. We



stood up with our hands raised and moved away from the truck,
making sure the officers saw us clearly.

It really would be unfortunate to survive an encounter with
somebody who was trying to kill you only to get killed by the cops who
were coming to help you.



Chapter 23

“We found blood over there in that patch of grass behind the
bushes. Not much, but it’s fresh. So somebody definitely got hit. We
got cars out looking, and we put the word out to local hospitals to be
on the lookout for gunshot wounds. We might get lucky and catch a
break that way.”

It was well after nine p.m. and half of the BPD’s East Precinct’s
evening watch had come over to the Center Point Cultural Center in
response to the shooting. Officers had fanned out upon arrival and
began searching for our shooter, but had no luck. Now they were
questioning people in the businesses down the parkway and in the
homes west of the center looking for any witnesses, someone who
might have seen or heard something. I didn’t hold out much hope.
People didn’t want to get involved in matters such as this these days.
Who could blame them? Sometimes you stayed healthier if you
minded your own business.

“And neither you nor the other fella got a look at who was doing
the shooting?” the detective from Homicide asked, looking at me with
calm but tired eyes.

“Nope,” I said. “When the shooting started I was inside with the
others. Hector was out here, but when the first shot was fired, he
ducked down for cover. All he saw was muzzle flashes after that but
never got a look at the shooter. By the time I got out here, he had
moved to that clump of bushes over there and was exchanging fire
with the hostile. When I saw the last set of muzzle flashes I opened fire
myself.”

“So it might be one of your rounds that hit him?”
“Maybe,” I said. “No way to know until you find him. And that’s

only if the bullet is still in him.”
“Well Forensics is going over that area now. They’ll probably find



the slugs that missed. You use hollow-points?”
“Yeah,” I said. “230 grains.”
“Yeah, bullet might still be in the target. Unless it just scraped

him. With a forty-five wound, it would be kind of hard for somebody to
keep moving if the bullet hit anything major. Maybe it just grazed him.
Maybe Forensics will find a fragment of a bullet with some blood on
it.”

I nodded, glancing around. Miguel Ebony and the others were still
inside the center, Hector Diaz standing at the counter with them.
Michelle Mullins had arrived on the scene twenty minutes ago after
receiving a call from Ebony. She was in there as well, dressed in jeans
and a black leather jacket, and my assessment of her physical
attractiveness underwent an immediate upgrade.

Turning back, I caught sight of the detective glancing inside and
checking her out as well. Good to know I wasn’t the only one.

“Well at least nobody in there was hurt,” the detective said. “And
the only damage to the building was a couple holes high up in the glass
on the side. Looks like a small caliber. A .32, or maybe a .380 auto.
Forensics is looking for those too. I think they got some shell-casings
already. It’ll help build a case if we ever get a suspect and recover a
weapon.”

The detective paused.
“So do you have any idea who might have done this? I know

there’s been some trouble here ever since this place opened last year.
Break-ins, vandalism, some threats, but nothing ever like this. But I
guess that’s why they hired you.”

“I don’t know who could have done this, Detective,” I told him.
“But finding out is your job. I hope that now this has happened your
department will be more inclined to take a more active role.”

The detective sighed, closing his notebook and putting it back
inside his jacket pocket.

“With everything else we got going on right now, Olin, don’t hold
your breath. We got a bunch of unsolved homicides and other violent
assaults on our plate. Sure, this is on there now too, but we’re not
going to be able to devote a whole lot of resources to it. After all,
technically Center Point is a separate jurisdiction and this should be



their case. If they had a PD of their own. And since they don’t,
Jefferson County ought to be picking it up, but they ain’t. So it’s ours.
We’ll do what we can, but you know how it is.”

I exhaled disgustedly and shook my head, then nodded. Wasn’t
this guy’s fault. He was just a cog in the machine. And he was right, I
had been hired specifically to deal with this problem. So I suppose I
would just have to do that, with the able assistance of a really good PI
friend of mine.

I thanked the detective for his time, then turned and went into the
building. Hector Diaz nodded to me and then went back outside,
taking up post at the door, once again at parade-rest.

The group turned in my direction, expectant looks on their faces.
“So far they haven’t found the shooter,” I announced. “But they

did find some blood over across the street. He might be injured, they
might find him at a local hospital.”

“Shit,” Miguel Ebony swore. “Tseday works in the ER at St.
Vincent’s East. She’s off now but maybe I should give her a call.”

“Cops have already called the local hospitals,” I told him. “And
they’re out in force looking. For now anyway.”

Michelle Mullins frowned, folding her arms across her chest and
staring at me.

“What do you mean for now?” she said.
“I mean that the detective out there made it pretty clear that

despite this incident, this whole matter regarding the Cultural Center
still won’t be a top priority of theirs. The crime rate in Birmingham is
on the rise. As it is in most other jurisdictions right now with the
economy and all. Which means if there isn’t a dead body associated
with a crime, then the police are more likely to assign a lower priority
to the case.”

“This is outrageous!” the Center Point city manager exclaimed.
“There could have been several bodies here tonight had it not been for
you and Hector out there! I can’t believe they still won’t take this more
seriously. I’m going to call the mayor.”

“Probably very little he can do, Michelle. Considering the fact that
he has no authority over the Birmingham Police Department. And
honestly, I can see their point of view. They’ve got limited resources



and have to allocate them the best way they can.”
She shook her head in revulsion.
“Unbelievable.”
“Sad but true,” I said. “But there is a silver lining.”
Her brow furrowed.
“And what might that be?”
“You hired me,” I said with a smile.
After a moment, Michelle shook her head and then her face

cracked in a reluctant smile.
“And a good thing too,” she said, her eyes never leaving mine.
Yeah, I thought as I stared back. There was a time when a look

such as that would have me scheming up ways to get a woman’s
clothes off. Especially one who looked as sexy as Michelle did in a
leather jacket and blue jeans. But times have changed for me.

Not entirely sure I liked that.
But there it was.



Chapter 24

“And you’re alright? No extra holes in that delicious body of
yours?”

I chuckled and shifted my position on the bed, resting my head on
two pillows while using my free hand to massage the skin at the nape
of my neck.

“No,” I told Traci over the phone. “I’ve already checked.
Thoroughly. I’m fine. So is everybody else. Except maybe the shooter,
but the police still haven’t found him. At least as far as I’ve heard.”

There was a brief silence before Traci spoke again, and her voice
was more serious.

“You know one of these days I’m gonna have to find out just what
it is about me that attracts me to men with dangerous careers. First
Marcus, and now you. Maybe I should talk to Charmane Foley about
this when I see her tomorrow.”

There was no humor in her voice and I wasn’t quite sure how to
respond, but I knew a response was necessary. Getting shot at is a lot
easier than dealing with a personal relationship. When somebody
shoots at you all you have to do is duck and shoot back. Simple. If only
the rest of life could be that simple.

“Sweetheart, I am fine. Really. As a matter of fact, I wasn’t even
outside when the shooting started.”

“No, but you were close by. And you went outside, didn’t you?”
I didn’t respond.
“Look, Derrick, I didn’t mean to sound-off like this. You went

through something bad a little while ago and you don’t need me
coming down on you. I’m glad you’re safe, and that’s all that’s really
important to me.”

“Still, I know this bothers you,” I said slowly. “And I’m not sure
what I should say.”



She chuckled.
“You just said it,” Traci replied. “You were honest. Something I

never really got from Marcus. And one of these days real soon I’m
going to stop comparing you to my ex-husband. I promise. Besides,
there really is no comparison.”

I shifted around on the bed some more and rotated my neck from
side to side.

“What are you going to do tomorrow besides see Charmane?” I
asked after a while.

“I’m going down to Oak Mountain,” she said. “You remember back
when we first met I used to teach equestrian classes there for children
from abused homes? Of course you do, you don’t forget much. And

come to think of it, you were clobbering someone even then.
[6]

Anyway, I want to go out there and see if they might have an opening.
Since I’ve got lots of experience with horses and all, maybe they need a
riding instructor. Even if it’s only a volunteer job. I really want to start
doing more outside the house, and it looks like I’m gonna be here a
while. Maybe until M.J. graduates high school in a couple more years.
I don’t think I want to uproot him from school and his friends again
any time soon.”

“Well Oak Mountain sounds like a good idea. And I’m sure that if
they have an opening you’ll get it. With your background and all. Do
you know if there’s still anyone there who might remember you?”

“No clue,” Traci admitted. “But I’m going to find out tomorrow.”
“Well I hope it works out for you.”
“Thank you. And I really am glad you’re alright. Everyone else

too.”
“Me too,” I said. “You know it’s almost eleven. I should let you go

and get some sleep.”
“Wish you were here sleeping next to me,” Traci said in a low tone.
“Me too,” I said. “Soon though.”
“I’ll hold you to that. I guess you’re gonna be busy for the next few

days, huh?”
“Yeah,” I told her. “I need to get a handle on this thing and find

out what’s really going on. Somebody just kicked things up to another



level and I need to get control of it before somebody gets hurt even
worse than the guy this morning. I’ve got Rod helping me out too, so
I’m not completely on my own.”

“Well I’m glad of that,” Traci said. “But I thought he was on
vacation?”

“So did he,” I quipped. “But I called in a favor. He knows I’d do the
same. Sandi might kick my tail, but it’s a risk I’ll have to take.”

“Well if she comes after you, let me know. I’ll take her on for you.
I’m not afraid of all those muscles. Especially since I just plan on
shooting her in the kneecaps and then running like hell.”

I laughed for a minute before responding.
“That’s my girl,” I said. “Always using your head. And speaking of

shooting, I need to get you out to the range again soon, let you get in
some practice time. It’s been a while.”

“For me, yes,” she reminded. “Not for you. But then that is part of
what you do for a living.”

“It is,” I conceded.
“Well, Derrick, as you said, it’s late. I’m going to bed. You should

do the same.”
“I will,” I told her.
“I’ll say good night then. I love you and I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”
“Good night, babe,” I said. “And I love you too.”
She hung up and so did I.
The bedside lamp was still on and I turned to my left, staring at

my Taurus pistol on the nightstand, freshly cleaned and lubricated and
fully loaded. Tonight was the first time I had had occasion to use this
weapon in the field. It had performed excellently. That was good to
know. Even so, I still liked my Glocks and would probably be carrying
one of them from now on. It was nothing personal against the Taurus,
but I guess at my core I’m a Glock-Man.

A sudden wave of yawns overtook me, and after they had
subsided, I reached over and switched off the light. Traci was right. I
needed to get some sleep. Tomorrow was going to be a busy day, and
perhaps a dangerous one.

She was also right about something else; danger was an integral
part of the life I had chosen.



Maybe I should be the one seeing the shrink.



Chapter 25

Tuesday morning I had a quick meeting with KeeAnn LaForge in
her office, briefing her on what had happened in Center Point last
night; also obtaining a field surveillance package. Then I drove over to
Roebuck and met Rod at the Krystal’s Restaurant across the parkway
and just east of Biggs Construction. We ordered from the drive-thru
and then sat in my jeep in back of the lot and talked while we ate.

“This looks pretty solid,” Rod said as he examined the contents of
the surveillance package I had given him. “Everything looks first-rate
and new.”

“Well Master-Plan is the biggest player on the block with all the
shiniest toys,” I told him, sipping some orange juice through a straw.
“Just make sure you get it back to me without any of the pieces
missing, otherwise I may have to compromise my body to pay for
them.”

Rod chuckled and closed the case, setting it on the floor between
his feet and picking up the remainder of his breakfast from the dash.

“Now that sounds interesting,” he remarked. “Anything I should
know?”

“Nope,” I said, taking a bite of sausage. “So I take it you didn’t get
much yesterday?”

“No,” Rod said. “Just sat and watched mostly. Getting my
bearings. I have now identified Biggs by sight though. And his son. Did
some of my own research last night online, probably picked up most of
the same stuff you did. But when I have more time I’m going to dig
into their financials, see where there money is, and how much of it
they actually have. I’ll also check into their business contacts, see what
their work contracts look like too. See if there are any major debts
outstanding, how solvent they are. And any other problems I can find,
if any.”



I nodded.
“That’s why you’re the investigator, and I’m the blunt instrument.”
Rod smiled again, glancing my way.
“And a pretty effective one at that. Anything more from the cops

about what happened up there last night?”
“I haven’t heard anything yet,” I said. “And from the way the

detective was talking last night, there probably won’t be a full-court
press. If they happen to stumble across something then I’m sure they’ll
investigate, but other than that, they just don’t have the budget or the
manpower. A lot of that going around these days though.”

“Yeah,” Rod said, finishing the last of his chicken biscuit sandwich
and balling up the wrapper. “And I’m glad I work private now. A lot of
my friends still in the Bureau have been telling me they’ve had to
tighten up a lot of things on their end too, and it’s compromising some
of their cases. That’s gonna bite them in the behind real soon too. And
it won’t be pretty. But anyway, not my affair now. So you’re going to
hang around up there and see if anything else happens, maybe get
lucky and catch the next baddie that tries something?”

“All I can think of right now,” I admitted. “The only lead I have
right now is Luther Biggs, and that’s why you’re watching him. It
might all be a waste of time, but it’s what we have at the moment. So
we sit and wait, be ready.”

“Roger that,” Rod said, picking up his cup of coffee from the cup
holder between the front seats. “Standard operating procedure. We’re
used to it.”

“That we are,” I said.
We finished eating and then Rod picked up the surveillance

package and returned to his car. I took a bottle of hand sanitizer from
the glove compartment and cleaned up my hands, then started the
engine and pulled out of the parking lot, turning east.



Chapter 26

When I arrived at the Cultural Center I found Miguel Ebony and
his entire staff—all three of them—standing in the reception area
watching as two men in dirty jeans and T-shirts affixed plywood to the
window that had been slightly damaged during last night’s escapade.
Ebony turned to me and nodded.

“Good morning, Derrick.”
“Hey, Mike,” I said, staring at the workmen. “I checked with the

techs at Master-Plan while I was at their offices this morning and they
tell me the damage done to the window won’t affect the alarm, but
somebody will still be out here today just to make sure.”

“I appreciate that, Derrick,” Ebony said. “Any word from the
police yet?”

I shook my head.
“Not yet. Have you heard from Michelle Mullins this morning?”
“I have,” he said, motioning me toward his office. We went in and

he shut the door and then we sat. “She has an idea, one that I think
might be good but I want to run it by you first.”

“Go ahead,” I said, settling in the metal chair and trying to get
comfortable.

“Michelle wants me to talk to the press, do an interview, tell the
story of what’s been going on here, try to gain some support through
the media. In the past, we have tried to do some press work but
haven’t gotten very far. Public support is not with us, so neither is the
press by and large. You know the way that goes. But after last night’s
shooting, Michelle feels that she can get some people in the media to
listen. She’s making some calls now and will let me know. I think she
might be a little disappointed though because not a single reporter
came by last night or called this morning. It’s like the shooting didn’t
even happen. Almost incredible to believe.”



“Not really,” I told him. “From what I understand, yesterday was a
busy news day, both locally and nationally. Around here, a former
mayor who served almost twenty years in office died suddenly of a
stroke, and on the national scene, a former undersecretary of Defense
from the previous administration was finally indicted on war crimes
charges. I’m afraid a shooting in Center Point isn’t quite as
scintillating as either of those other two stories.”

“I suppose not,” Ebony nodded. “But still… Anyway, what do you
think about the press idea, me talking to a reporter about everything?”

“Can’t hurt,” I told him. “And maybe it might shame the PD into
doing more. At the very least, it will get your story out there. The only
thing is you have to be prepared for the additional attention. Right
now you’re not as well known and that’s a good thing to some extent,
but if you get on television or a newspaper reporter does a big article, a
lot more people are gonna know who you are. And not all of them will
be sympathetic.”

Ebony stared at me with mounting unease for several minutes
before speaking.

“You know, Derrick,” he finally said with a wry grin, “talking to
you is always so much fun.”

I chuckled.
“I try.”
“Alright then,” he told me, resolved. “If Michelle can pull it off, I’ll

do it.”
“Okay then,” I said. “How are your people by the way?”
“Scared,” Ebony said. “But they’re determined not to be bullied.

We’re all glad you were here last night, and Hector. I just keep
thinking what could have happened if you weren’t here.”

“Well we’re going to be here all the time when you close. And I’m
thinking about increasing the guard hours too. Maybe post somebody
here during the day because I might not be able to hang out all the
time.”

“That might be a good thing,” Ebony admitted. “I hate to add to
the expense that I know it will cost, but it would make us all feel safer
if there were someone here all the time when we’re open. The alarm
and the cameras are great, but they are no substitute for an armed



guard.”
“That’s what I always say. And speaking of cameras, you have put

new DVDs in the machines, right?”
“Yeah,” he nodded. “The cops took the ones that were in place

when the shooting occurred. Not that they will do much good. The
shooter never got close enough for the cameras to pick him up, and the
lighting was terrible.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I remember. Okay, well then I’m gonna go out and
have a look around. If you need me just holler.”

“Trust me,” he said, standing as I did. “I will.”



Chapter 27

Michelle Mullins dropped by the Cultural Center at noon to
deliver some unpleasant news. She met with Ebony and me in his
office. Today she was wearing a green knee-length skirt, blue top, and
gray jacket. She sat next to me in front of Ebony’s desk and crossed her
slender and shapely legs, smoothing out her skirt as she did so. Her
knees were very nice, as were her legs. I stopped my mind from
considering the rest of her any further at that point.

“They mayor is not happy about the latest developments,” she
announced, an edge in her voice. “And I’m afraid he may be about to
bow to the pressure from those on the city council who don’t want the
Cultural Center here. He hasn’t made any decisions yet, but I’m afraid
he is leaning in the wrong direction.”

“Well he can’t shut us down!” Ebony protested. “We do have this
place under lease for another six months.”

“True, Mike,” Michelle told him. “But there are other ways the city
can shut you down if they really want to, and you know it. Code
violations for instance. You know as well as I do that there have been
corners cut here and there, and if the Fire inspectors came in and had
a real good look around…”

Ebony nodded disgustedly.
“I know, they’d find something. And you think this is a real

possibility?”
“I hope not,” she said earnestly. “And I’m fighting it hard. But I

don’t have the support I did last year. And if the mayor does buckle,
I’m afraid it will be over. I may even be asked to resign. There are at
least three city council members who are actively working behind the
scenes right now to get me ousted. And as I said before, I work for the
mayor. If he decided to pull the plug, I’m finished too.”

“I’m sorry about this, Michelle,” Ebony said with genuine



emotion. “Really. I never wanted this to hurt you.”
She shook her head.
“I’m not really worried about me, Mike. I’ll be fine. And so will you

because you can do other things. But the people you’re trying to help
don’t have anybody else. If you close down then what will become of
them?”

Silence followed and they both continued to stare at one another.
For just the briefest of moments I was wondering just how close their
relationship was. I knew that Michelle was married and Mike had a
gorgeous girlfriend, but that didn’t mean they weren’t secretly, ah,
knocking boots, as the kids say. But it really wasn’t any of my business
so I let the thought pass.

“What about the press angle?” I asked after a while.
She turned to me and her expression soured.
“I was on the phone for three hours straight this morning, talking

to every news outlet in the city, some even up in Huntsville and one in
Montgomery. Nobody is interested in doing this story. And that really
is strange because you hear so much from the right-wingers about the
liberal media! And if that really were the truth then you’d think they’d
be all over this story right now. But they aren’t. I can’t even get some of
them to call me back, and the ones that I do talk to just blow me off.
It’s so frustrating. And I can’t believe it. I never would have thought…”
She stopped talking in mid-sentence and just shook her head.

I stared into Michelle’s eyes for a few moments, seeing the anger,
and the despair; and something else too.

I nodded slowly.
“I may be able to help you with this,” I blurted.
Michelle looked at me more keenly, questioningly. I suspect Mike

was looking at me the same way, but I wasn’t looking at him right now.
And to be absolutely truthful, at this moment it was not Michelle’s
brown eyes of despair and anger that I was seeing.

I saw a pair of cool blue eyes full of mirth and passion and lust.
And I could also see trouble.



Chapter 28

Rhonie McDavid was the chief correspondent for Channel 42
News, the local affiliate for CBS News, actually now simply known as
CBS-42. She’s been with the station about fifteen years and has
occupied her current position for seven. At one time, her husband also
worked for the network but has since moved on to teaching. They have
four children, three boys all grown and a young girl they adopted from
the Balkans a few years ago.

Despite the fact that Rhonie is in her mid-fifties, she is still quite a
specimen of femininity and no doubt the subject of many of sexual
fantasy. At one time, she had even starred in a few of mine, and then a
couple years ago the fantasies had become reality. I know that
sometimes it works in reverse, with reality not living up to fantasy, but
not in the case of Rhonie McDavid. She was everything I had thought
she would be, and so much more, and as I sat across from her
Wednesday morning my body seemed to ache for hers, to remember
every intimate thing about her, and I had no doubt that she knew this.

We were having breakfast at the Arby’s on Valley Avenue just
down from my apartment on Green Springs and not too far from her
station. It was cloudy out this morning, already a few sprinkles in the
air, but warmer today. I had on jeans, a black polo, and my trusty
Bodyguard Jacket once more.

Rhonie wore a yellow sweater, white pants, and a blue
windbreaker. I was actually glad she had on the windbreaker. I knew
that if she hadn’t, the sweater she had on would have clung to her
curvy upper body and driven me to distraction. As it was, I could still
see enough to make me wistful, but I stilled myself as best I could.

Rhonie sipped her coffee, her crystal blue eyes staring directly at
me. I had some juice and stared back. Finally, she put her cup down on
the table, folded her hands together, and pursed her full lips together



before speaking.
“It’s been a while, Derrick,” she said softly, no trace of a regional

accent in her voice, least of all a southern one because she was not a
native of the area. “And I have to say that I was surprised to get your
call yesterday. But not unpleasantly so. You look well.”

“As do you,” I remarked, and meant it. “How have you been?”
“Good,” she said. “The boys are great, my middle one is getting

married this summer. His fiancé is a bit too much to take, but he loves
her, that’s what’s important. And Katia is growing bigger every day.
She’s fully adjusted to life in America now, hardly even remembers her
first few years in Eastern Europe.”

“Glad to hear everyone is doing okay,” I said. “How’s everything
going for the professor?”

Rhonie smiled.
“He’s doing okay too,” she confided. “Might get tenure in another

couple of years.”
I nodded.
“And you?” I said. “You’re already at the top of your game. Any

place else for you to go at 42?”
“I could go for a lead anchor job,” she admitted, taking her paper

coffee cup in her left hand and twisting it around on the table. “I don’t
think management is all that happy with either of the two leads right
now. I haven’t been approached yet, but even if I am, I’m not sure I
want to get stuck behind that desk. It might mean getting a bump to
managing editor of the news, but I still don’t know if it would be worth
it. I like being in the field, and as chief I get to dole out assignments
and oversee the other field reporters. I have my pick of any story I
want. I like that freedom right now. Maybe in a few years something
will change my mind, but right now I think I’m happy right where I
am.”

“Good for you,” I said, finishing my juice and putting the carton
aside with the rest of the remains of my breakfast.

“Alright, Derrick, we’ve made enough small-talk,” Rhonie said
with a serious expression in her eyes, her jaw setting. “Suppose you tell
me why you’ve decided to get in touch after so long. And since you
didn’t invite me over to your place, I’d have to guess it’s not because



you missed me. At least not in that way.”
She had no idea how wrong she was, but I decided not to dwell on

that.
“I need a favor,” I told her. “And I know I don’t really have a right

to ask, but I’m going to anyway.”
Rhonie stared at me rigidly for about a minute, then exhaled and

shook her head.
“What do you need?”
I told her everything. She listened in silence, taking in every word

I said, and when I finished she sat quietly for a few moments more.
“I heard about the shooting in Center Point,” she said, sudden

concern rising in her eyes. “I didn’t know you were involved. You are
alright?”

“Sure,” I said. “Nobody got hurt. Well that may not be true. The
cops found some blood that might belong to the shooter, but they
haven’t found him yet so we can’t confirm that.”

Rhonie shook her head again, glancing out the window beside our
booth.

“This whole immigration thing has really got some people riled up
around here,” Rhonie said to me. “And not just around here.
Everywhere. And the opinions vary everywhere as well. However, since
the economic downturn last year, the prevailing view is that
immigration and immigrants are bad. Both documented and
undocumented. People are losing their jobs and they need someone to
blame. Immigrants are easy, and I’m sure you know that. When all this
first started, we did a lot of stories about it, as did a lot of other
affiliates locally and nationally. But lately it’s lost the public eye as a
news story because of so many other problems. It’s a shame though,
especially when things like you’ve been describing have been
happening and are not getting reported; regardless of public opinion.”

I sat silently and watched her, doing my best not to think about
how spectacular she looked without her clothes on. And she really did
look spectacular. In particular when she was…

Mental slap!
“I can authorize the story,” she said after a brief pause. “I might

have to fight with the news director to get it on the air, but I can be



pretty persuasive. What say I call and set up something for tomorrow
morning?”

“That would be great,” I said. “I’ll call my client and let him know.
Maybe the city manager for Center Point will want to be there too.”

“The more the merrier,” Rhonie said, glancing at her watch. “Oh, I
need to go. Got some voice-over work to get done in a little while, then
I have some other interviews scheduled for after lunch.”

We stood up and I walked her out to her car. It was still drizzling
and I opened my umbrella above us as we stepped outside. Rhonie got
into her car and rolled the window down. I leaned down and she
looked up at me.

“It was good to see you again, Derrick,” Rhonie whispered. “I’ve
missed you.”

“And I’ve missed you, love,” I said. “And I’m sorry I haven’t called
you.”

She gave me a melancholy smile.
“You’ve met somebody haven’t you?” she said.
I paused, and then nodded.
“Yeah.”
“She’s a lucky woman,” Rhonie said, starting her car. “I’ll call

you.”
I stepped away from the car and Rhonie drove away. I stood

staring after her for several moments as the rain continued to pelt my
umbrella.

Suddenly it dawned on me that I had been very fortunate in my
life in terms of sexual partners. It was amazing how willingly I was
giving all of that up.

Maybe I should seriously think about seeing that shrink. Just as
long as the shrink wasn’t Charmane Foley. I’d had a crush on her since
college and a few years back had nearly seen that fantasy fulfilled as
well.

So close but no cigar.
But I could have had a cigar if I had wanted one.
It was my choice.
Maybe a shrink could help me understand why I had made such

an idiotic one!



Again, just as long as the shrink wasn’t Dr. Charmane Foley.



Chapter 29

Wednesday night I was at home reading Rod’s surveillance log for
the day. There wasn’t a whole lot in it. Most of the time he had spent
watching Biggs’ offices off of Roebuck Parkway, but once he had
followed the man himself and his son and another man (as yet
unidentified) to a place off of VFW Road in Pinson that turned out to
be an equipment storage warehouse for Biggs. And then at lunch Rod
had followed father and son to the Cedar Post Restaurant where
KeeAnn LaForge and I had eaten last week. It seems that the Biggs
men were rather familiar with the little blond waitress that had served
us that day, as well as with the assistant manager, an older blonde by
the name of Pam. Rod had commented in his report that the older and
younger woman resembled each other and surmised that they might
be mother and daughter.

He reported that Kathy seemed to be rather taken with Barry
Biggs, even sitting down for a while and talking to him at his table in
back while Luther Biggs went off to the office with Pam—Pamela
Dickenson, the restaurant’s day shift manager. Interesting bit of data,
nothing really earth-shattering, but good information to file away I
suppose.

Following lunch, neither of the Biggs’ left their Roebuck offices
until six when they each got into separate pickup trucks—Rod included
their descriptions and tag numbers—and headed home. Rod had
followed Luther Biggs to his home and sat for an hour before breaking
off for the day and emailing me his report.

I saved it on my computer and then shut it down. It was nine-
thirty and I had been home for twenty minutes, having waited around
until the Cultural Center closed for the evening and making sure that
everyone was able to leave unmolested. Hector Diaz was back in place
tonight, additionally armed with a Mossberg shotgun and a tactical



vest. Luckily, neither was needed, and after everyone had left, I got in
my jeep and came home.

I’d spoken to Traci earlier and she told me that she was having
dinner alone tonight because M.J. was eating at a friend’s house just a
block over. We talked for a brief period and she explained that she had
heard back from the people she’d talked to at Oak Mountain on
Tuesday. It looked like she might be in luck; they were expecting to
have an opening for an instructor in their equestrian program within a
few weeks, maybe a month. She was excited about the prospect and I
told her that I was happy for her and was sure she’d get the job. I was
glad that her mood had improved and didn’t want to say anything to
spoil it, so I let her do most of the talking.

Once my laptop was powered down I thought about giving her
another call, but then my cell phone rang. It was Rhonie McDavid. I
had been expecting this call earlier in the day and something told me
that because it was coming so late it probably meant the news wasn’t
good.

“Hey, Rhonie,” I said, sitting down on my sofa and stretching out
my legs. “What’s up?”

“Hey, Derrick,” she responded, and I could hear muffled voices in
the background, along with traffic noises.

“Are you outdoors?” I asked.
“Yes,” she said. “I’m preparing for a live shot for the ten o’clock

news. But I wanted to call you before I went on the air. Sorry to call so
late, but it took this long for me to win my argument.”

Suddenly the weight in my stomach started to rise.
“So you managed to convince the news director?”
“Of course,” she responded. “Did you think I wouldn’t?”
“Never doubted you for a second,” I lied. “This is great news.

When can I tell my client to expect you?”
“Not till Friday,” Rhonie said, and then said something to

someone in the background. “Can’t get the crew till then, and I’ve got
to cover a hearing tomorrow for that indicted former city councilman.
Friday’s the best I can do.”

“We’ll take it,” I told her. “What time do you have in mind?”
“What time do they open?”



“Eight a.m.” I told her.
“Alright then,” Rhonie said distractedly. “Let’s say nine on Friday

morning. If something comes up and I need to make a change then I’ll
give you a jingle.”

“Right,” I said. “And I really appreciate this, Rhonie.”
“No sweat,” she said. “After all, this is a news story and it should

be told. Besides, now you’ll owe me one. And I might get to collect
some day.”

I chuckled.
“You never know,” I said.
Rhonie had to go so we said good bye. I hung up the phone and

smiled. Something finally seemed to be going the right way. Glancing
at the VCR clock, I thought about giving Miguel Ebony a call, but
thought better of it. I could tell him tomorrow. That would still give
him a day to prepare, and to call Michelle Mullins.

My stomach growled and then I remembered that I had skipped
dinner. It was nearly ten o’clock but I knew if I didn’t eat something
now I’d wake up ravenous, so I got up and went into the kitchen to see
what I could come up with.

Cereal! The perfect pre-bed snack food.
I had a large bowl along with some cranberry juice, and then went

into the bedroom to undress and get ready for bed.
My cell phone rang again just as I was slipping my boxers off. This

time it was Traci.
“Perfect timing,” I grinned, sitting down on the side of the bed.
“Why is that?” Traci said.
“Because I just got naked,” I responded.
She giggled down the line.
“You’re right, it is perfect timing. Want to have phone sex?”
“Is that why you called?” I teased.
“No,” she said. “But since you’re already dressed for it, what the

hell?”
“Actually I’d rather have the real thing,” I said.
“Me too,” she said. “But you’re over there and I’m over here. Kind

of hard to manage.”
“And speaking of hard…”



“Vulgar, Mr. Olin. And it’s turning me on.”
“Glad to hear it. Did M.J. make it home alright?”
“Yeah,” she said. “And he’s finishing his homework right now. He

asked me again today if you were going to be able to train with him
this weekend.”

I sighed and lay back on the bed.
“Yeah, about that. Baby, I’m not so sure right now. This thing at

the center has heated up and I might have to work this weekend. If I
can I’ll get away for a while.”

“That’s alright, Derrick,” Traci said firmly. “I already told him that
you were working on something very important and might have to
reschedule. He understands. When you have time, you’ll make it up to
him. He’s been practicing everything you taught him already. At least
an hour every day.”

“Great,” I remarked dryly. “Which means when next I face him,
he’ll have additional skills and the stamina of a fifteen year old.
Between the two of you I doubt if I’ll make it to my late forties, let
alone fifty.”

Traci snickered.
“Well in my case at least you’ll die with a smile on your face.”
“There is that,” I admitted.
We laughed together and then talked for a little while longer,

saying good night just after ten-thirty. I was already yawning
repeatedly by then, and following a quick trip to the bathroom,
returned and climbed under the covers.

Counting sheep wasn’t necessary tonight. Not that I ever did that.
Sometimes I counted guns, occasionally women I had slept with. Then
there were the women I wanted to sleep with.

However, these days my pre-sleep thoughts were most often
centered around Traci Brenner.

Tonight that wasn’t even necessary. I was asleep seconds after my
head hit the pillow.



Chapter 30

The alarm at the Center Point Cultural Center went off at two
thirty-three Friday morning and the Master-Plan patrol supervisor
was just a block away. She responded quickly, and when she arrived,
found that a brick had been tossed through one of the glass doors in
front of the building, but detected no other signs of damage.
Birmingham Police responded and took a report; Sergeant Curtis
Willis arrived on the scene before it was complete. The alarm was
silenced and the Master-Plan supervisor asked that I be called.

I arrived on the scene at three-thirty and unlocked the building so
that we could go in and check the surveillance recording. It showed a
figure in a hooded sweatshirt running up to the door and throwing the
brick, then turning and running back out of the view of the camera.
There was no vehicle in the shot so either the brick-thrower parked
somewhere else and walked, or somebody else had dropped him off.
We watched the recording several times and then Curtis asked if he
could take it. I said sure and had him fill out a receipt.

The Master-Plan supervisor left to continue her rounds and Curtis
sat with me for a while and we talked. He had to leave at four-fifteen
though to assist with another call, but he promised to let me know if
they were able to get something else from the recording. I told him I
appreciated it but wouldn’t hold my breath.

When Claudia Gomez arrived at seven-thirty, I was sitting in the
lounge with my Benelli shotgun across my lap. I stood up and went to
let her in.

“Happened about two-thirty last night,” I told her as she came in
and set her things on the counter. “They called me and I came over an
hour later. Police took a report and we looked at the recording. Not
much to go on.”

Claudia nodded sadly and moved behind the counter.



When Miguel and the others arrived, I repeated my tale. Ebony
was angry and he started swearing in both English and Spanish.
Michelle Mullins came in a short time later and she only swore in
English.

“We need to get this cleaned up in a hurry before that reporter
comes,” Alejandro said as he started toward the little closet to the right
of the counter where the cleaning supplies were kept.

“No we don’t!” Michelle stated firmly. “I want this documented. I
want to make sure this gets into the interview. It’s a good thing we’re
using a television journalist. Maybe we can use this to our advantage.”

Miguel Ebony nodded in agreement and everything was left just as
it was. I had had pretty much the same idea, which is why I hadn’t
bothered to clean up the glass last night.

This morning Michelle Mullins was dressed in a full red power
suit, knee-length skirt and white blouse. Miguel was even dressed a bit
more spiffily, sporting tan slacks, a pressed white shirt, and tweed
blazer. I had on jeans, a blue T-Shirt, and my Bodyguard Jacket, but I
wasn’t going to be on TV today.

Rhonie McDavid arrived with her crew promptly at nine and I
greeted her in the parking lot, sans shotgun. She looked at the front
door and then at me. I explained quickly and she nodded, telling her
cameraman to set up and start taking some establishment shots, then
she went inside with me and I made the introductions.

After that, I came back outside, walking around to the side
parking lot and sitting in my jeep, my mind mostly occupied with
thoughts about the sleep I had missed last night. It was going to be a
very long day for me.

I think it’s time for that round-the-clock guard. At least one that
stays overnight until somebody comes in at eight. That way at least I
wouldn’t have to get up in the middle of the night every time
something happens. Also, it might prevent something from happening.
Either way, it might help me to get my beauty sleep.

Sighing and then yawning, I pulled my cell phone off my belt and
scrolled down until I came to KeeAnn LaForge’s cell number.

She answered on the second ring.
“Hey there, sexy man,” came the sultry greeting.



Just what I needed this morning. But from a different source.
I returned the salutation and then told Master-Plan’s head of

Business Operations exactly what it was I needed.
Something told me she was a little disappointed that I wasn’t

requesting something more intimate. Oddly, however, I was not
disappointed in the least.

Progress!



Chapter 31

Master-Plan wasn’t able to get round-the-clock guards at the
Cultural Center until early Sunday afternoon, so this meant I spent the
better part of my weekend working. Hector Diaz was able to help me
out some, coming in an hour early and working a couple hours later,
but for the most part it was all me.

When I was relieved on Sunday afternoon, I went straight home
and straight to bed. Unfortunately, I was only able to sleep for about
three hours and felt a little sluggish when I woke up. What usually
helps with that is a little exercise, so I spent a half hour working out
with my Body Blade and another thirty minutes practicing my hand-
to-hand drills. This reminded me that I had not been able to keep my
appointment with M.J. Brenner on Saturday and I made a mental note
to make sure I made it up to him as soon as possible. I knew he
understood that I had to work, but I didn’t like breaking promises,
especially to a kid who had already gone through so much over the last
year.

I showered and dressed in shorts and a T-shirt and then went into
the kitchen to see if I could scare up something for dinner. Grocery
shopping hadn’t been a priority lately and I wasn’t sure if there was
anything in the kitchen that would suffice, but I am rather handy at
making do.

It was almost six-thirty, still early, and I decided to call Traci while
I contemplated dinner.

She answered on the fourth ring.
“Hi, sweetie,” I said.
“Hey, Derrick,” she responded. “You still at the center?”
“Nah,” I told her, glancing into the barren refrigerator. “I was

relieved a few hours ago and came home to get some sleep. Only
managed a few hours though, and now I’m in the kitchen thinking



about dinner, and not having much luck with the contents of my
fridge.”

“Why don’t you come over here for dinner with us?” she
suggested. “I’ve made more than enough, and we’d love to have you.
Especially me.”

I chuckled and closed the refrigerator door, leaning back against
the sink counter.

“Is that an offer of dessert after dinner?” I mocked playfully.
“Could be,” she teased. “M.J.’s out at the moment but I told him to

be back by seven. We can wait for you if you want to come over.”
It only took a few seconds to decide.
“Sure,” I told her.
I was dressed and heading out the door ten minutes later. Travel

on Sunday evenings is not that difficult and I made it to Traci’s place
about a quarter after seven. M.J. opened the door for me and smiled. I
tossed a whip-punch at his mid-section and he turned his body
sideways, deflecting it with an arm sweep. Just as I had taught him.

“Good to see you’ve been practicing on your own,” I said, shutting
the door as I stepped into the living room.

“Yeah,” he said with an easy grin. “My friend Freddy and I’ve been
working on some of the things you taught me after wrestling practice.
He thinks it’s pretty cool too. You might have another student on your
hands, Derrick. Maybe you ought to think about opening a school or
something.”

Traci came from the kitchen wiping her hands on a dish towel.
Like her son, she was wearing blue jeans. Only she looked much better
in them, at least from my standpoint.

She walked over and kissed me on the lips, then told her son to go
set the table.

“You look tired,” Traci said when we were alone.
“A bit,” I said, slipping my arms around her trim waist. “But I’m

starting to perk up now that I’ve seen you.”
She grinned and kissed me again.
“You know who I spoke to today?” she said, her hands resting

lightly on my chest.
“Who?” I said, staring intently into her eyes.



“JJ,” she said. “And he says hi to you.”
I laughed. JJ was her three year old black and white Jack Russell

terrier. When I had gone out to Utah last year I’d met the little devil
and he and I had become fast friends. With the exception of a cocker-
spaniel that I had owned as a little boy, JJ was the only animal that I
had come in contact with that I actually liked. When Traci and M.J.
had left Utah and moved here, she had decided to leave the dog out
there in the care of her ranch manager until she knew where she was
going to settle. I knew she missed him terribly and suspected that it
would not be long before she sent for him.

“And how was the little terrier-terror?” I said.
“Yappy,” she told me. “I miss him so much, Derrick. I’m thinking

about taking a trip out there soon to get him. M.J. misses him too.”
“Then you should do it,” I said. “I can go with you if you’d like.”
“That would be fantastic,” she said. “But maybe we should wait

until you wrap this thing up at the Cultural Center. Then maybe we
can take a weekend and do it and that way M.J. won’t have to miss a
day of school.”

“Whatever you want,” I told her and kissed her lips.
M.J. came out and said the table was set. Traci stepped back and

took my hand, leading me toward the dining room. I glanced down
and caught the easy sway of her slender hips, and the very nice shape
of her tight little backside encased in faded denim.

Dessert was looking pretty good this evening.



Chapter 32

On Monday morning it rained. I arrived at the Cultural Center and
parked right in front. I could see a Master-Plan security guard through
the glass dressed in the standard black and tan uniform. She glanced
out at my vehicle, a wary expression on her face. I didn’t recognize her
either so I decided to move easily, and try not to appear threatening.
Before climbing out, I adjusted the .45 caliber compact Glock pistol on
my right hip, keeping my movements nonchalant.

When I stepped into the building the guard had moved back near
the counter, her hand hovering hear her weapon. Claudia Gomez was
behind the counter and she smiled and called me by name. This had
an instant effect on the guard, causing her to lower her hand to her
side. I suppose she recognized my name.

I walked over and introduced myself, shaking her hand. I asked
for a report and she gave me one in a sharp, military-like tone, and I
nodded, thanking her for her work. She moved back over to post at the
door and I turned to Claudia Gomez.

“And how are you this morning?” I said.
She smiled again, shuffling some folders on the counter before

her.
“Pretty good. Got some rest this weekend. My husband didn’t have

to work so yesterday we took the kids to the park not far from our
place. The weather was great, unlike today. How was your weekend?
Did you spend it all here?”

“Actually I got relieved yesterday afternoon around one,” I told
her. “Then I got some time off. Had dinner with friends.” And dessert,
I thought to myself.

“Well that’s good,” Claudia Gomez said. “So I guess we’re going to
have full-time coverage around here for the time-being?”

“Yeah,” I confirmed. “I think it’s the best way to go right now.”



“Me too,” she said. “I know it makes me feel safer. And I know you
can’t be here all the time. Have you heard anything else from the
police about the shooting last week?”

“Nothing so far,” I said. “But I know after that interview with
Rhonie McDavid aired Friday night the police have been getting some
pressure to be more aggressive. Rhonie said she’s going to do some
follow up reports with the police to keep the pressure on. Maybe it will
produce some results.”

Claudia Gomez nodded.
“I hope so. I guess it’s a good thing that Rhonie McDavid is a

friend of yours.”
“Yes,” I said. “It is.”
She stared at me for a few moments and I could tell there was a

question she wanted to ask, but had too much class to ask.
“Well, Mike is in his office on the phone right now. There’s

something in the works, I can tell that. He’s being very secretive, but
he keeps smiling, so I bet it’s something good. He won’t tell me yet,
maybe he’ll tell you.”

I nodded curiously, and then glanced down the hall at the door to
the center director’s office.

“I’m intrigued,” I said. “Suppose I’ll mosey on down there and see
what I can find out.

Claudia Gomez grinned.
I turned and walked down the hall.
Mike Ebony was just hanging up the phone when I entered his

office, and he was smiling.
“Good morning, Derrick!” he exclaimed. “Come on in, man. I’m

glad you’re here.”
“Well you’re all excited this morning,” I said, taking a seat.

“Claudia told me you had been keeping secrets. Seems like you’re
about to burst. What gives?”

“Oh this is great news, Derrick,” he said, leaning forward on his
desk. “Really great. I just found out about it on Saturday but didn’t
want to say anything until I was sure. I was just on the phone with
Nadya Simon and she confirms everything.”

“Okay,” I said.



“You know her husband Lev, right?”
“Of course,” I nodded, an image of a short Jewish man with thick

curly hair and a bushy mustache coming to mind.
“Well I’m sure you also know that he has a lot of business interests

throughout the state. And one of them is a construction site clean-up
firm up in Cullman called Kroger’s. Well Nadya has just confirmed for
me that Kroger’s has secured a major contract with the city of
Birmingham to begin clearing and cleaning up debris from
condemned properties throughout the metro area. Their first project is
in West End and it begins next Wednesday. And Nadya has persuaded
her husband to hire every able-bodied Cultural Center worker who
isn’t already on full-time somewhere else at the moment. This means
that I’ll be able to get jobs for at least fifty people, maybe more, and
the work will last at least through the summer. They have lots of things
that need to be done according to Mrs. Simon. And maybe this will
bloom into something else. Something longer term.”

“Well that is good news, Mike,” I told him. “At least for your
clients. Tell me, do you know who else was competing for that
contract?”

He shook his head.
“No, but I can imagine Luther Biggs was one of them.”
“Me too,” I said. “Which means he isn’t going to be happy. And

neither will a lot of other people.”
“I know that, Derrick. But this is really great news for my clients

and I can’t worry about how other people will react. This is just the
thing we’ve been looking for, a way to help a lot of people at once. And
now maybe we’ll be able to help more clients as they come in. Perhaps
then those on the city council who want to shut us down won’t have
the guts. Your friend from Channel 42 told me that she was going to
try to interview some of them this week, get them on the record. She’s
really tough. Grilled me and Michelle hard last week, but she was good
too. I saw the finished report over the weekend and thought it was
great. Tseday did as well.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I caught it myself. Rhonie is thorough. A good
person to have on your side.”

The phone rang and Mike answered it. He spoke for a few minutes



and I soon realized the caller was Michelle Mullins. They talked about
the good news he had just learned from Nadya Simon, and then he
mentioned something else that caught my attention. Tomorrow night
there was going to be a gala at the Wynfrey Hotel near the Galleria in
Hoover to formally announce the deal and to raise funds for the Center
Point Cultural Center. This had Nadya Simon written all over it. She
was a master at the art of getting rich people to donate their money to
causes, even causes that weren’t in fashion. Despite it being last
minute, I had no doubt that Nadya would have a flock of the wealthy
and the noted in attendance. Mike was going, and Michelle was being
invited as well. There would probably be press there too and maybe
even some people who were not so happy with all of this. Hoover had a
very good police force, and no doubt, they would have a strong
presence in the area once the chief of police heard about the gathering.
And since the Simon family was one of the most influential in the
state, I’m sure he had already heard about it.

Still, even with good police support trouble might find its way
there anyway. So I suppose this meant I was going to the Wynfrey
tomorrow night.

Whoopee!



Chapter 33

If I had had any intention of skipping Nadya’s gala at the Wynfrey
Tuesday night, it was quickly dashed following a phone call from the
lady herself personally commanding my presence. She knew that the
Wynfrey had excellent security, but said she would feel better if I were
in attendance. Apparently, word about the awarding of the contract to
Kroger had already leaked and there were grumblings and complaints
from some quarters. I told her that I had planned to attend anyway,
having already secured a tux, most reluctantly.

Nadya laughed and said that she couldn’t wait to see me in it, and
even suggested that I bring a date. After all, security probably wouldn’t
be an issue, and I’d really be there as a guest more or less.

I thought about it for a while and then decided that she was
probably right, so I gave Traci a call and asked if she was available for
a black-tie affair. This caught her by surprise and she actually started
laughing, asking if I was serious. I convinced her that I certainly was,
and she laughed again, but consented in the end, saying that she
would have to go out and buy a new evening dress, which seemed to
delight her even more. Traci loves to shop.

I arrived at her house at seven o’clock Tuesday night and M.J.
answered the door, grinning widely.

“Don’t even say it, smart ass,” I chided.
“But I have to,” he laughed. “You look like a black James Bond,

Derrick. Or should I say African-American James Bond? Certainly
don’t want to offend somebody as good with his hands as you.”

“Black is fine,” I said, stepping inside. “And I feel more like James
Bone.”

“Hardly,” he said. “Mom’s still up in her room, I’ll tell her you’re
here. Have a seat.”

I nodded as he headed up the stairs, then I moved over to the sofa



and carefully sat down. At the small of my back, a compact Glock was
tucked into a holster inside my trousers. I might have been going to
the gala as a guest, but I never went anywhere unarmed. And because
of the potential for hazard, I also carried a spare magazine inside my
cummerbund. Just in case.

I sat for twenty minutes, my mind relaxed and unfocused, and
then I heard footsteps on the stairs and turned in time to see a vision
of womanly design unlike any I have ever encountered before. Traci
Brenner was the essence of femininity and grace. She was all that
every woman aspired to be, more than any other could achieve. At this
moment, I thought it possible that I might actually be in love for the
first time in my life. Or maybe that was just the lust I was feeling
because Traci was also extremely hot! As an old Air Force buddy of
mine used to put it: Balls Hot!

Traci wore a dark green dress made out of some soft silk-like
material, perhaps it was silk, I didn’t know or care. But she was
stunning in it. The dress stopped about an inch above her knees and
had a small slit up the right leg. Her hose were dark in color and
perfectly accentuated her slender yet shapely legs, and her shoes had
modest heels, only raising her height two inches.

I stood and watched her for a long time, feeling my blood begin to
boil. And the top of her dress only sought to exacerbate this problem.
Her shoulders were exposed in all their beauty. Traci had really good
skin tone, no doubt the result of several workouts per week with her
Bow-Flex, and the definition she had achieved really showed this
evening. Along with everything else. I approached her slowly, staring
into her eyes.

“You look incredible, love,” I said in a light, almost hoarse voice.
“Absolutely gorgeous.”

Traci grinned and reached out to touch my chest.
“Thank you,” she said. “And you look like an African-American

James Bond.”
I shook my head and laughed, and she laughed too.
“Now I know where your son gets his smart ass gene from.”
Traci laughed again and leaned forward, kissing me lightly on the

lips.



“You do look very handsome tonight, Derrick.”
“Thank you, my love,” I said, my hands now on her waist. “And

thank you for coming tonight.”
“Thank you for inviting me. It’s been a long time since I’ve gone

out like this. Not that I really miss it all that much, but what the hell.
Kind of hard to believe you’d actually want to attend a gala though.”

I smirked.
“You know me a hell of a lot better than that, Traci. For me this is

mostly work. But since it is highly unlikely that anything will actually
happen tonight, and since I like spending time with you, I figured it
might be fun for us to go together.”

She kissed me again.
“And it will be,” she said.
M.J. came down to say good night and lock the door. He quipped

to his mother that she should be home before midnight and to keep at
least four inches distance between us while we were dancing. Traci
responded by telling him that he was grounded until he was twenty-
five, then she kissed him on the cheek and we left.

The Wynfrey hotel is the most expensive and exclusive in the
Birmingham metro area, actually the whole state. The broom closets in
this place rent out for more a night than my apartment does for a
month. From the moment you arrive you see money, and that is
precisely what the owners and management want you to see. I usually
try to avoid this place and places like it as often as possible, but I am
not always successful. As in the case of tonight.

As Traci Brenner and I entered the front lobby and were directed
to the Grand Ballroom South, a brief memory of the last time I was
here flashed through my mind. It was last October, and on that
occasion, I had actually been the one to arrange the meeting. A
birthday for a friend. A very close friend. This was not a memory I
should be recalling, so I did my best to put it aside, but it was not easy
because that had been a really nice time, and the friend…

We found the Grand Ballroom South and I escorted Traci to the
double doors that were open and being manned by attendants, and
one man in a blazer who was obviously hotel security. One of the
attendants smiled and asked for our names. I gave him mine and he



found it on the list. Traci was my guest and was not on the list. We
were allowed entry and I smiled. Names on a list but not checking ID.
Not very efficient. But I suppose rich people didn’t like showing ID,
and they expected everyone to know who they were. Guess I would
never make it as a rich person. I never expected anybody to know who
I was.

There were already several people inside the ballroom, Nadya
Simon being the most prominent. She was standing near the entrance
doors wearing a black evening gown with a plunging neckline that
expertly showed off her ample cleavage. Yes, Lev Simon was a very
lucky man, and I’m sure he knew it.

And speaking of Lev, he was nearby with a glass in his left hand
talking to a group of other men in black tuxedos, smiling in that casual
way that people of means seem to have perfected. Superior but
friendly, normal people who just happen to have flush bank accounts
and rising stock portfolios even when everyone else is struggling.

Nadya came over and greeted me with a huge smile and a hug.
Traci stood back and watched, and I knew that later on I’d have some
explaining to do. In particular, the Rocman moniker that Nadya had
given me some years ago.

“You look good, Rocman! So handsome and dapper! I’m glad you
came.”

“Thanks, Nadya,” I said, gently pulling back. “You’re a knockout as
well.”

She grinned at me, beaming.
“And who is your lovely friend over here? She is absolutely

stunning.”
I made the introductions and the two women shook hands. They

both smiled but I could tell there was no real warmth behind either of
them.

“Lovely to meet you, Traci,” Nadya said, glancing over at me. “I
wasn’t sure that Derrick would actually bring a date tonight. He can be
so stuffy sometimes, but I’m glad he did. Maybe it means he’s
mellowing.”

Traci smiled at me, placing a proprietary hand on my arm.
“Maybe just a little,” she commented.



Something caught Nadya’s attention behind us and she excused
herself. I took Traci’s hand and we both turned in time to see Miguel
Ebony and Tseday Sirak enter the ballroom arm-in-arm. Ebony wore
the requisite black tux, but nobody was looking at him, least of all me.
Dr. Sirak had all eyes on her at the moment.

She wore an ankle length taupe evening gown with a slit up the left
side all the way past her knee. The top was off the shoulders with a
decent amount of cleavage showing, and her long black hair was down
tonight, hanging in front of and in back of her shoulders. She
reminded me of a Nubian princess, and for all I knew she could very
well be one.

Traci turned to me.
“She’s gorgeous.”
“Yeah,” I whispered. “But she has nothing on you, love.”
Traci grinned.
“I’m not threatened, Derrick,” she said. “Trust me, I know when a

woman looks better than me. And that woman looks better than every
woman in this room put together. Especially your overly affectionate
host with her big old boobs hanging out. Emphasis on old.”

I chuckled and stroked her hand.
“That’s Dr. Tseday Sirak, my client’s girlfriend. And the guy next

to her that no one is paying any attention to is my client, Dr. Miguel
Ebony. She’s an MD, he’s a Ph.D. She works as a surgeon at St.
Vincent’s East.”

“That beautiful she could be a model,” Traci commented. “I think I
need a drink.”

I grinned and glanced around, spotting the bar. Traci and I went
over and she got a glass of wine, I had water.

For the next half hour, the guests all filtered into the ballroom,
and when the last on the list arrived, Nadya had the attendants shut
the doors and then everyone mingled around for a bit longer.

Traci and I were talking to my client and his girlfriend and
Michelle Mullins and her husband when the doors opened once more
and two others arrived, a man and a woman. Older couple,
distinguished. I recognized the man from somewhere but couldn’t
place him at the moment. And my attention really wasn’t on him



anyway, but rather on his companion. I knew her very well. And she
was stunning too. Her favorite color was yellow, as was the gown she
wore this evening, and it fit her shapely figure flawlessly. It also
brought out the color of her cobalt blue eyes.

Charmane Foley, also a doctor, also a Ph.D.
My former professor.
Traci’s current therapist.
Now the gang really was all here.
Great!
Rhonie McDavid and her husband had been invited as well and I

was already having a difficult enough time concentrating as it was.
This just made it even more fun.

How did that verse go? Ah, yes, “Sometimes you want to go where
everybody knows your name!”

Well not I.
Anonymity works just fine for me.
Shit!



Chapter 34

“Fancy running into you at a place like this,” Charmane Foley said
as she came over to where Traci and I stood. “And you’re actually
wearing a tie!”

I smiled.
“Hey, Char,” I said. “Good to see you.”
“You too,” she said, smiling. “Hi, Traci. Didn’t we just see each

other a few hours ago?”
Traci grinned.
“Yeah. And neither of us mentioned what we were going to be

doing tonight. This is just a happy coincidence.”
“Yes,” Charmane said, glancing over her shoulder toward the man

she had arrived with. “It was last minute for me. Actually, I
understand this whole thing was last minute. Nadya Simon’s favorite
kind of affair. Donovan Taite over there is a friend of mine. He’s CEO
of Compass Bank and he didn’t have a date this evening. He just got
divorced a year ago. He called and asked me and I said sure. A night
out on the town with a handsome man, and for a good cause.”

The mingling continued and for the most part I faded into the
background. I told Traci that she should feel free to mingle herself, but
she declined, saying that she preferred my company.

“And besides, you might need protection from Nadya Simon’s
boobs!”

The gathering was informal, despite the dress, and dinner was
served buffet style, drinks liberally passed around. After everyone had
had a chance to get something to eat, Nadya moved into the center of
the ballroom and asked everyone for quiet. Then she made a brief
speech about charity in general and about the Center Point Cultural
Center in specific, mentioning the good and necessary work of
organizations like it. This garnered nods of approval and some



applause. I guess the liquor was working.
Nadya was too much of a pro to directly solicit donations, but the

hints were there for anyone keen enough to pick up on them, as I’m
sure everyone in this crowd was.

Next Nadya turned to her husband, smiling widely, and he took
the floor, his wife still at his side lending support.

Lev has a very small and nasally voice, kind of irritating to listen
to for any great length of time, but since he is probably the richest
person in the room, everyone bore it out.

He didn’t take up too much time, simply announcing the contract
that his Kroger subsidiary had just signed with Birmingham,
acknowledging the presence of two members of the Birmingham City
Council who were in attendance, as well as that of Michelle Mullins
from Center Point. Then he called Miguel Ebony up to make the
announcement regarding the workers from the Center Point Cultural
Center.

There was more applause, and the photographers who had been
hired for just this moment materialized out of the wings and began
snapping pictures.

Traci and I moved further away and watched everything.
“You really hate stuff like this, don’t you?”
I took a sip of my current glass of water and watched as Lev Simon

put his arm around his wife’s shapely waist and smiled for
photographs, Miguel Ebony and Tseday Sirak standing on the other
side.

“Hate may be too strong a word,” I said absently. “But I could
think of a better way to spend all the money that’s being wasted here
tonight. If they want to donate to charity, they should simply donate to
charity. No need for a production like this.”

Traci turned and looked at me.
“They would see it differently,” she said. “But I take your point. By

the way, I want to contribute something as well. I don’t have my
checkbook tonight, how would I go about making a donation?”

I set my glass down on an empty table, nodding.
“Make a check out to the Simon Family Charitable Trusts,” I told

her. “Mark it for the Center Point Cultural Center. I can give you the



address of Nadya’s office. She’ll take care of it from there. Or rather
her people will.”

Traci grinned and put her hands on my shoulders.
“You seem to know her business operations rather intimately, Mr.

Olin.”
I put my hands on her waist.
“I’ve done a lot of work for Nadya and Lev over the years.”
“I see. Just work, that’s all? Nothing more personal? Not that I’d

blame you. She is pretty good looking, for a woman her age! And she
has the hots for you, that’s easy enough to see.”

“That’s just Nadya being Nadya,” I told her. “Don’t read too much
into it.”

“I’m not,” Traci said. “I can tell when a woman is interested in a
guy beyond friendship. Something tells me that Nadya has a lot of
interests outside her marriage. And I know I’m not one to judge,
considering how we first got together. I was just curious.”

Glancing past her shoulder for a moment, I spotted Rhonie
McDavid and her husband. Oh my.

“Well no need to be,” I said. “Nadya has never known the
pleasures of the dark side. At least as far as my dark side goes.”

Traci grinned, leaning forward and kissing me.
“Well good,” she said. “She’s too old for you anyway. And her

boobs would kill you.”
I laughed and slipped my arm around her as she turned and we

both looked at the festivities going on around us.
“Of all the ways that I could possibly die, that’s one that really

frightens me.”
Traci giggled, and so did I, but I was also thinking that it might

not be such a bad way to go. And then there was Rhonie McDavid’s
ample boobage to consider, which I really shouldn’t. I was thinking
about the time when she let me rub baby oil all over that magnificent
chest of hers and then… I wonder if Johnson & Johnson ever imagined
their product would become so versatile.

This night needed to end very quickly, before I suffered a rather
embarrassing accident in my rented tux.



Chapter 35

Sometimes, for reasons that I cannot explain, I get these feelings
of impending doom that I have learned not to ignore. I don’t know
where they come from, and they are not always spot-on, but over the
years, I have learned to trust them. As the event concluded around
eleven Tuesday night I started to get one of these feelings, and try as I
might, I could not shake it.

The first thing I did was call over to the Cultural Center and spoke
with Hector Diaz. He said everything was fine, the Master-Plan patrol
supervisor had just passed through, and shortly before that, a
Jefferson County Sheriff’s car had been by. Everything was quiet and
he was alert.

I knew that was the case considering it was he who had been on
duty the night of the shooting incident at the center.

Okay, maybe there was nothing bad going to happen, but the
feeling still wouldn’t go away, and it only grew stronger as everyone
was saying good night.

Alright, decision time. Something may or may not occur tonight,
but I could not ignore the gnawing feeling in my gut, so I would not.

I found the security shift supervisor and asked him to have a cab
standing by outside the south entrance of the building. Then I went
and told Traci that I was not going to be able to take her home tonight.
She stared at me for several moments, a serious and curious
expression in her eyes. After that, she nodded, not even bothering to
ask me what was going on. I appreciated that.

I walked her out to the cab, kissed her good night, then paid the
driver and told him where to take her, adding how disappointed I
would be if she didn’t get there safely. The driver took my meaning to
heart, accepted the extra fifty dollar tip, and then took off.

Miguel Ebony was standing with Tseday Sirak, Lev and Nadya



Simon, and Michelle Mullins just outside the doors to the Grand
Ballroom South when I came back inside. Everyone was all smiles and
I stopped several feet away, watching, and admiring the ladies. They
all looked fantastic.

And then out of the corner of my eye I spotted Charmane Foley
and her date. She said something to him and he nodded, heading off in
the opposite direction.

Charmane came over and stood next to me, the scent of her
perfume filling my nostrils in a very pleasant way.

“So where is Traci?” she asked.
“On her way home,” I told her. “I’m going to have to work late.”
“So you really are working tonight then?”
“Yeah,” I said. “So where is Mr. Taite headed?”
“Bathroom,” she replied. “Then he’s going to get the car. I told him

I’d see him outside in a few minutes. How is everything in your life
going these days, Derrick? Adjusting to your new situation?”

I turned and glanced at her, a look of sublime irony on my face.
“Now I would imagine you know more about the way my life is

going these days than I do. Considering the fact that you are shrinking
the head of the woman I’m involved with.”

Charmane cast me a withering look.
“You know I don’t like the word shrink, Derrick. At least as it

pertains to psychology. Therapist will do just nicely, thank you. But it
is Traci who’s in therapy, not you. And while it is true that your name
does occasionally come up, you are not the central focus of our
discussions.”

“Oh really?” I said. “Care to tell me what that focus might be?”
“Bite your tongue,” she chided. “You know better than to ask. If

you were still one of my students I’d have to punish you severely.”
I smiled. The thought of being severely punished by Charmane

Foley was not the most unpleasant I had ever experienced, and she
well knew this.

“Just messing with you, Doc,” I said. “And I’m doing okay. The
adjustment has been a little strange. At my age, I really didn’t think I’d
be in this situation. Involved with a woman who has a fifteen year old
kid. He’s a great kid, and he’s been very supportive of his mother’s



relationship with me. That caught me by surprise.”
“Does he know that you and his mother were seeing each other

while she was still married to his father?”
I nodded.
“Yeah. Traci decided it was best to tell him everything. It was

rough in the beginning, but he’s in therapy too, as you know because
you recommended Dr. Chalmers. We’re taking it a day at a time.”

“That’s the best way,” Charmane said. “Do you have any idea if
this may move into something more serious?”

“If you’re asking do I think Traci and I will get married some day,
then I’d have to say the answers is no. I don’t think she is really
looking for another marriage, and as for me, well it’s never been
something I’ve wanted.”

“But you do care for her?”
“Of course I do.”
“And do you love her?”
“Maybe I should be lying down on a sofa somewhere while you ask

these questions.”
Charmane grinned and bumped my arm with her elbow.
“Just two old friends talking, that’s all.”
“Right,” I said. “And one of those old friends just happens to be a

shrink. Sorry, therapist. Look, I’ve been sorting myself out a lot lately.
To be honest with you, I’m not sure exactly what I feel for Traci. I can
say ‘I love you’ to her after she says it to me, but as far as feeling it, I
just don’t know. I don’t think it’s love, but she doesn’t need to know
that. At least not right now.”

“If you don’t honestly have those feelings for her, Derrick, it’s best
not to let her think that you do. It will only make things harder later
on.”

“I know that,” I said, watching as Michelle Mullins’ husband came
up to her and said something in her ear. “And I’m trying to be as
honest with her as I can. She knows me pretty well. I don’t think I’m
deceiving her.”

“But is she deceiving herself?” Charmane said pointedly.
I sighed. This is why I had never gotten seriously involved with

anyone in the past, and probably why I had never seriously sought the



advice of a shrink!
“Charmane, untangling her psyche is your job. And right now, I’ve

got another job to concentrate on. It was great to see you this evening.
You look fantastic. Still turning all the young male heads on campus at
Samford I’m sure. I’ll have to talk to you again later.”

I leaned over and kissed her cheek, then pulled away before she
could respond.

My client and his girlfriend had just said good night to the Simons
and were heading toward the front lobby. I followed them, saying a
quick good night to Nadya and Lev.

I caught up with Mike and Tseday in the lobby and they were both
smiling and happy. Mike was very excited about everything that had
happened tonight and Tseday was happy for him. He said that
tomorrow morning he planned to hold a big meeting at the Cultural
Center and give everyone the good news.

Tseday asked where Traci had gone and I told her that she had left
for home. I wanted to be more circumspect, but decided it was best to
be direct. So I told them. Tseday looked concerned, but Mike
dismissed it.

“Derrick, I know you get paid to worry, but tonight I don’t think
there’s any reason to be concerned. The center is under twenty-four
hour protection, you’ve seen to that. And so far, no one has made a
direct threat against me or any of the other staff. I’ll be fine. I’m just
going to go and drop Tseday off at her place and then head home. I
want to get to the center early in the morning.”

“Great,” I told him. “I’ll just follow you till you’re safe at home.
Really, it’s on the way.”

This was a lie because he lived in Center Point and I lived in
Homewood, which meant I’d be going a long way out of my way, but
that’s what I got paid for.

He knew that I would not back down, and finally acquiesced.
Smart man.

We went outside and valets took our tickets and brought our cars
around. As I climbed into the driver’s side of my jeep, I glanced over
and saw Charmane Foley step outside and look around.

Sixty and still sexy as hell.



Yeah, I thought fleetingly, should’ve fucked her back when I had
the chance.

My client drove away and I followed, all thoughts of pleasures of
the flesh temporarily pushed aside.

Now I was fully engaged in the job at hand. Hopefully it would be
light duty. But if it wasn’t, then I was prepared for that too.



Chapter 36

Tseday Sirak actually lived in Homewood just off of Roseland
Drive, a few miles from my place. Mike Ebony pulled into the driveway
of his girlfriend's home, climbed out of his car, and walked her to the
door; going inside with her for a few minutes. I parked at the curb and
waited, watching.

Five minutes later, he was back outside and in his car. I pulled out
behind him and maintained about a car length’s distance as he made
his way back through the windy roads until he was on Green Springs
Highway once more. At Oxmoor Road he turned left and got onto I-65
North, staying on this road for approximately four and a half miles
until reaching the interchange for I-20/59 East/North. It wouldn’t be
more than ten minutes before we were in Center Point. I was glad of
that because I was already starting to yawn. It was after eleven-thirty
and that meant I wouldn’t get home till after midnight. Probably
wouldn’t get to bed till one or later.

The 20/59 split off after a few miles and we took 59 North, getting
off at Exit 134 and continuing on North. This time of night life slowed
down considerably on a Tuesday. When we reached the parkway there
were only a few other cars on the road. The lights didn’t hold long and
we made good progress, passing from Roebuck Parkway to Parkway
East, and finally on to Center Point Parkway.

We passed 19th Avenue and I glanced to the left briefly, just
making out a vehicle parked in front of the Cultural Center. It looked
like Hector’s pickup truck. If I felt like it, I might stop by on my way
home to check on him. Probably not though. I had already checked in
with him by phone and really didn’t want to take any more time away
from my bed than was absolutely necessary.

Mike Ebony lives in a small brick house on 4th Street Northeast
between 22nd Terrace and 22nd Avenue Northeast, just four blocks



down from Center Point Elementary School. There was no driveway or
garage so he had to park on the street. But the street was well lit and
since it wasn’t all that far from city hall, I bet it received pretty decent
patrol coverage from the Jefferson County cars assigned to patrol the
city at night.

Ebony shut off the engine and climbed out of his car. I was already
standing by the rear bumper glancing around the quiet street when he
climbed out, straightening his jacket.

“I really appreciate your doing this, Derrick. But like I said, it
wasn’t necessary. I don’t believe Luther Biggs is going to send
assassins by night just because he didn’t get that contract. He’ll more
than likely try to raise a big stink with his contacts on the Center Point
City Council.”

“You’re probably right,” I told him, continuing to glance around.
That feeling I was having still hadn’t subsided. Maybe it was gas. “But I
was hired to, among other things, keep you safe.”

“Alright,” he said, smirking. “And now you’ve done that. So go
home, please. You have a very beautiful girlfriend and I’m sure she
would like to see you.”

I smiled.
“That’ll have to wait,” I said. “She’s probably asleep by now

anyway. And speaking of beautiful girlfriends…”
Ebony grinned like a Cheshire cat.
“Yeah. Tseday is something, isn’t she? God how I wish that both of

us didn’t have to be at work early in the morning. But that’s the way it
is sometimes. Anyway, I’m going inside and go to bed. You should go
home, do the same.”

I nodded.
“I will,” I told him, glancing around once more. “Just as soon as

you’re in the house.”
He shook his head, and grinned.
“Alright, I’m going. Good night, Derrick.”
I told him good night and watched as he approached the front of

his house, flipping through his key ring as he did so. He was on the
second step of four heading up to the porch when something caught
my left eye.



I spun in that direction and saw someone crouching down behind
some bushes in the next yard. My right hand moved under my jacket
and into the waistband of my trousers as I yelled a warning to my
client.

He was startled and looking around like a frightened deer in the
headlights.

There was more movement in the bushes now and then the person
I had seen a second ago rose from their crouch, an arm extending.

I drew my Glock and dropped low, extending my right arm like an
Old West gunfighter, squeezing the trigger twice as the front of my
weapon leveled on target.

The loud reports pierced the peaceful darkness and stung my ears,
and I saw the dark figure that had been pointing something at my
client fall down.

Ebony had dropped to his knees now, his eyes wide in the porch
light. I ran around the front of my jeep and up toward the porch. I was
halfway there when another figure came from around the side of the
house on my right side. This one was holding what appeared to be a
shotgun. Fantastic!

I dropped immediately, rolling onto my back and raising my legs,
crossing my ankles and pointing my weapon over them in a two
handed grip. The shotgun boomed about a split second before I fired
twice, dropping the second attacker.

I came up on one knee and looked toward my client. He was flat
on his stomach now and I couldn’t tell if he had been hit.

I was about to go to him when I saw two more hostiles come at us
from the street, both carrying handguns. They were coming fast and
there was very little time to react.

I dove forward and rolled over twice, straight-arming my weapon
in their direction and firing. The one on the left stumbled and fell, but
the other one managed to dive to the side and out of my line of fire
before I could get a good shot off at him.

He came up firing wildly and I rolled further, reaching the
passenger’s side of my jeep and instantly regretting it. I didn’t want
this fool to put any holes in my fairly new vehicle. Too late to worry
about that now though. Bigger problems.



One was the fact that I had lost count of how many rounds I had
fired. No time for calculations now. I popped the magazine out of the
Glock’s well and replaced it with the full one from my cummerbund.
Now I knew that there were eleven rounds in the weapon. Hopefully
this would be enough. And hopefully someone had already called the
cops by now.

I was taking deep breaths to control my accelerated pulse, still
glancing in every direction, but keeping a sharp eye on the position at
which I had last seen the other hostile. And that’s how I almost missed
him.

Apparently, my night vision is not what it used to be, or perhaps
the muzzle flashes had something to do with it. Either way, by chance I
spotted him at the left front side of the house, rising to his knees and
pointing a handgun directly at Miguel Ebony’s head.

I shouted a warning and this caused the man to turn toward me.
Bad mistake, and the one I was hoping he’d make.

Amateur mistake.
I shot him dead before he could readjust his aim.
Coming up on my knees, I heard sirens in the distance.

Apparently, someone had called the cops. Better late than never.
I couldn’t see anyone else lurking about and decided not to even

try, standing and quickly running up on the porch and picking up my
client. He was shaking and frightened and I couldn’t blame him, but
right now I didn’t have the time to offer succor.

Instead, I raised my right foot and kicked in his front door, then
dragged him inside and slammed it behind us, pushing the first chair I
came to up against the busted handle.

Sweat was pouring from the top of my bald head now and running
into my eyes, stinging them. I wiped it away with the back of my left
hand as I knelt down behind the sofa with my client on the floor beside
me, still shaking.

Deep, easy breaths, I reminded myself. Deep, easy breaths.
Shouldn’t be long now.

And it wasn’t. The first patrol car arrived within thirty seconds,
followed quickly by several others. I didn’t rush out to greet them,
however. That probably wouldn’t be smart. Let them come to me, and



then I could be sure that they were exactly who they appeared to be.
Plus it would give me a chance to calm my own nerves and get my

legs working right again. At the moment I was a bit too wobbly, and it
wouldn’t do to let the cops see the redoubtable Derrick Olin quaking in
his rented tux.

Of course, I might as well call it mine now. There was no way that
Mr. Burch was gonna take this thing back with all the ground in mud
and grass stains it had recently acquired. Oh well…



Chapter 37

“Well the best thing is you alright, Derrick. That’s the main thing.
You and your client both.”

I nodded and exhaled, leaning against the backdoor of Sergeant
Curtis Willis’ patrol car parked in the middle of the street out in front
of Miguel Ebony’s house. It was a quarter after midnight and 4th

Street Northeast was probably the busiest in the metro area right now,
certainly the best lit. Cars from both Birmingham and Jefferson
County were parked all over the streets, lights flashing, officers and
deputies milling about, crime scene people doing their thing, as well as
coroner’s assistants.

I glanced over to where my client was sitting on his front steps
talking to a female Homicide detective, a uniformed officer standing
close by. Mike had recovered himself somewhat, but the fright was still
visible in his eyes and his every movement. And I couldn’t say that I
blamed him. It was only within the last five minutes that I had stopped
trembling myself, and this was by no means the first time I’d been shot
at. Not even the first time I’d been shot at while wearing a tux.

“We got four dead here, Derrick,” Curtis Willis said, staring at me.
“Three armed with handguns and the fourth with a shotgun. I’m
guessing they was after your client over there? Good thing you came
home with him.”

I nodded.
“Anyway none of the boys had any ID on them, just the guns.

Found keys in one of they pockets. Go to a Buick we found a block
over. Ran the tag and it came back to a car that was reported stolen
earlier tonight. Probably snagged if for this job. And before you ask,
idiot left the keys sticking out of the trunk and forgot about 'em.”

I glanced at him.
“Kind of sounds like pros. The shooters, not the idiot who owns



the car.”
“That’s what I thought,” Curtis said. “At least like they done this

kind of thing before. The way they come at you makes me think they
knew how to set up an ambush. Just not very well.”

I nodded, sighing.
“Street hitters,” I said. “Punks, not really trained pros, but they

had enough skills to get the job done. If Mike had been on his own he’d
have been dead.”

Curtis nodded.
“Yeah, and if anybody but you had been with him tonight I’d say

he’d still be dead. Four guys with guns lying in wait and hitting from
three different directions in the dark, not too many people coulda got
out of that, Derrick. Not and taken all four shooters out without gettin’
hit himself; or the client.”

I glanced around, saying nothing for a few moments.
“I only got a look at one of their faces close up,” I said after a

while. “The one with the shotgun. Looked Latino.”
“He was,” Curtis confirmed. “Like all of ‘em. All Latino and all no

more than early twenties, if that. I thought that was interesting too,
considering.”

“Yeah,” I said, glancing at my client once more. “Very interesting.
You think you’ll be able to ID them?”

“Sure,” the BPD sergeant said confidently. “Guys do something
like this gotta have a record somewhere. We run their prints and
probably find out who they were, maybe if they part of a gang or
something.”

“Well with them being Latino…” I said.
“Already been thinking about that,” Curtis said, lifting his cap

back on his head and scratching for a moment. “Manny Salazar.
Birmingham’s second largest gangster after Innes Redbone, and the
guy who controls all criminal enterprises involving the Chicos. Yeah,
I’m gonna have the detectives look into that angle. But do you really
think Manny Salazar could be involved in this? I mean, why would he
give a fuck about this Cultural Center thing and whether or not some
immigrants get jobs?”

“I have no idea,” I admitted. “And it might just be a coincidence.



But if we look at it that way then we don’t have a way to proceed. So we
might as well consider the possibility at least. And see what we can
find out. I’ll also talk to my client and see if he has any ideas. I know
one thing for sure, somebody really seems pissed off at Miguel Ebony,
and I think it may have to do with a lot more than we know right now.”

Curtis stared at me for a few minutes, and then nodded,
readjusting his cap.

“I’m gonna go check with the Forensics people,” he said, hooking
his fingers through his duty belt. “With luck we should be able to wrap
this all up in a little while and then you and your client can get some
rest.”

I smiled tiredly as Curtis walked off.
I really didn’t think either Dr. Ebony or myself would be getting

must rest this night. And maybe Mike never would rest again in his
life. But at least he would have a life to continuing living.

This is why I never ignore that little paranoid feeling that comes to
me from time to time. When it talks, Derrick listens, and because
Derrick listens, people don’t die.

Well, at least not the wrong people.



Chapter 38

The little adventure in Center Point made the morning news. Only
one crew managed to get to the scene before things shut down—late
night and early mornings being slow times for the local affiliates and
staffs are usually light—but by morning all the local networks were
running the story.

As I sat in my client’s living room Wednesday morning watching
TV with the sound down reading the Closed-Captions, I was reminded
once again why I really didn’t watch that much news these days, or
what passed for it. Really the only reason I ever watched anymore was
to see Rhonie McDavid, and lately I had been cutting back on that, for
obvious reasons. And she wasn’t even covering this story yet. Probably
hadn’t made it in to work after her late evening at the Wynfrey. But I
had no doubt she’d be calling soon, along with all the rest. There
would be no doubt of getting press coverage now, the story was just
too titillating, just what the media wanted, and the public too I
suppose.

Naturally, I didn’t go to sleep during the night, and at six o’clock, I
called Traci at home because I knew she’d be waking up around that
time. I wanted to break the news to her about the shooting before she
heard it from any other source, let her know that I was alright and not
to worry. But of course, she was worried, and I spent about ten
minutes convincing her that I was okay, unlike the rented tux that I
now owned.

Eventually Traci calmed down, but I could still hear the fear in her
voice. I knew that at some point during the day I was going to have to
go and see her in person to reassure her, but for now, we both had
things to do. I told her I’d call her later and then we reluctantly hung
up. No doubt her next session with Charmane Foley would be a tense
one.



My next call was to Rod Riker. He was asleep at Sandi’s place, and
I was surprised to find Sandi there with him because she usually rose
early and opened her gym at six sharp; but I suppose having a special
house guest meant she’d be delegating that responsibility to her
assistant manager for a while.

I apologized for disturbing them, and then told Rod about what
had happened during the night. He came fully awake at that point,
asking if my client and I were safe. I confirmed that we were, and then
told him that I needed his help. Without hesitation, Rod said he was
on the way. I told him I needed him to make a couple of stops first and
he said he’d take care of that as well.

Mike Ebony came out of his bedroom at seven-thirty wearing blue
shorts and a green T-shirt. His thick hair was disheveled and he looked
rough, like he hadn’t gotten much sleep during the night either, which
I knew he hadn’t. He stumbled into the kitchen and started making
coffee.

I stood up and went to join him, still wearing my tux pants and
white shirt from last night.

“Did you get any rest?” I asked, leaning against the doorjamb.
He glanced up and shook his head.
“Tossed and turned mostly. Dozed off for a few minutes here and

there, but then came right back awake, still hearing the gunshots,
seeing those men…”

I watched him as he struggled with his emotions, making an effort
to keep himself under control.

“I have never been more scared in my life, Derrick. I thought I was
going to die.”

“I know,” I said simply. “And it’s not an easy thing to live with.”
He stared at me hard, his left hand starting to shake.
“How do you do it?” he said. “This is the second time in the last

two weeks that somebody has shot at you. And both times you have
remained so calm. Right now you’re standing here and talking to me
just as casually as if nothing had happened last night. As if four people
hadn’t died on my front lawn. How do you do that, Derrick? How can
you be like that?”

“I can’t explain it, Mike,” I told him. “It’s not really something that



can be explained to someone who isn’t in the business that I am. It’s
how I know I’m in the right business I suppose. I won’t lie to you and
tell you that I wasn’t scared last night, or that other time at the center.
I was scared, but I didn’t let the fear control me, I used it to help me
survive.”

He continued to stare at me and hugged his arms around his
upper body, leaning back against the sink as the coffee pot began to
percolate behind him.

“You didn’t look scared to me,” he said after a time. “And you
don’t look it now. I know I do. I’m shaking so bad that I feel like I’m
gonna pass out.”

“Normal reaction to what happened last night, Mike. It’ll pass.
Believe me. And you are safe now. The cops are patrolling this street
every half hour, and in a little while I’ll have some backup here. Plus
I’m going to call KeeAnn LaForge at Master-Plan and see about getting
some guards over here.”

“Now that is too much, Derrick,” Ebony protested. “I can’t let you
do that. Nadya Simon has already done so much and I can’t impose
further by having her pay for security for me around-the-clock.”

“You don’t get a vote in this, Mike,” I told him sternly. “When I
was hired I was told to do whatever I had to in order to protect
everyone at the center, and that includes you. Nadya will support
whatever decision I make. And I’ve already made it. After last night,
it’s more than clear that you are a target. Somebody sent four guys
with guns to kill you. That means that you need protection. And you’re
going to get it. Period!”

We stood staring at one another for a very long time, and my eyes
never blinked. Eventually he started to nod slowly, then turned and
checked the coffee maker.

I took a breath and then turned and walked back into the other
room. My cell phone was buzzing and I didn’t want to take the call
until I was alone.



Chapter 39

Rod arrived at eight and he carried two duffel bags with him, one I
recognized as belonging to me. His first stop after leaving Sandi’s was
at my place, picking up a change of clothes, some weapons, and other
gear I had asked him to bring. I took the duffel after locking the front
door—made possible thanks to my brilliant makeshift repair job—and
then he told me about his second stop off at the Cultural Center. The
guard was on duty and nothing seemed out of order there.

Mike Ebony came out of the kitchen holding a cup of coffee in
hands that were still not all that steady. I introduced him to Rod and
then went to the bathroom to wash up and change. When I came out
ten minutes later, Rod was alone in the living room sitting on the sofa
and loading shells into my Benelli shotgun.

“You still using this old thing?” he chided, checking the safety.
“The M1 is a good weapon, but the M4s are really good shotguns too.
Just bought one a few months ago and I love it.”

I nodded, moving to sit on the easy chair across from him and
zipping up the sides of my Hi-Tech boots.

“I like my M1,” I told him. “It’s seen me through a lot.”
Rod grinned and picked up the Heckler & Koch UMP-45

submachine gun from the coffee table. It had a twenty-five round
magazine already attached and Rod checked to make sure a round was
in the chamber, and then looked at the selector, ensuring that it was
set for three round burst.

“Still like the MP5 myself,” he said. “But I know how much you
like forty-fives.”

“I do,” I said, feeling the Glock-21 pistol dig into my right hip. The
police had taken my G-30 for ballistics testing and so Rod had brought
my full-sized version. It offered a slightly larger magazine capacity and
that was comforting, but I still missed my compact. You’d think with



the number of times the local PDs have investigated shootings I’ve
been involved with they’d have all of my weapons’ ballistics on file by
now and wouldn’t have to keep collecting them.

“So what’s the plan here?” Rod asked, setting the UMP down next
to the Benelli. “Or do we have one?”

I smiled, sitting back and bringing my left leg up, resting the ankle
across the top of my right knee.

“Plans are so five minutes ago,” I quipped.
Rod smiled, leaning back and stroking his beard.
“I know,” he commented. “And so Eighties. But they have their

uses from time to time.”
I nodded.
“Yeah, they do. Well the first thing I want to do is make sure that

Mike and everybody connected with the center is protected. I’m going
to be speaking with KeeAnn LaForge from Master-Plan in a bit, see
what she can do for me. I want guards here around-the-clock too.
Maybe for the rest of the staff as well. We’ll have to see about that.
Right now, I’m not sure what we’re facing here. Until last night’s
attack I was thinking one thing, but now…”

“You don’t think this guy Biggs is behind it anymore?”
“Kind of hard to fathom. You haven’t come up with anything to

suggest he has connections with organized crime, right?”
“Nothing so far,” Rod said. “His business looks clean, but he does

have a lot of political connections. You say the shooters were all
Hispanic?”

“Yeah,” I said. “No ID on them, but their ethnicity was plain to
see. All young street toughs from the look of them. A cop friend of
mine is sure they’ll have records and when they run the prints they’ll
probably get IDs, see who they ran with.”

“So what does that tell us?” Rod said. “The Hispanic angle? Does it
completely rule out Luther Biggs’ involvement?”

“Hard to see Biggs being hooked up with a gang of Latino
shooters,” I said. “Doesn’t seem to fit what we know about him so far.
But anything is possible. We won’t rule him out completely, but we
have to look at other possibilities too.”

“Such as?” Rod said.



“Such as a guy by the name of Manny Salazar,” I said. “He’s a top
gangster in Birmingham. The second largest. Controls all things
Latino. Drugs, prostitution, rackets, you name it. Manny is the top guy
in that circle. Nobody affiliated with it does anything without his
approval.”

“And why would he be connected to your client?” Rod said, folding
his hands in his lap. “Why would a gangster care about the Center
Point Cultural Center?”

“I have no clue, Rod,” I said. “And he might not be involved. But
we don’t know that yet. Once we get IDs on the dead shooters we may
know more.”

“And if a connection is discovered,” he said, “are you planning on
letting the cops run it down?”

I grinned.
“And you’ve known me how long, Mr. Riker?”
Rod grinned.
“Too long, Mr. Olin.”
We were both chuckling when the doorbell rang. Rod and I both

sprang to our feet, drawing our sidearms and cautiously making our
way to the front door.

I relaxed after taking a peek through the curtains.
Exhaling, I holstered my weapon and opened the door for

Michelle Mullins.



Chapter 40

Rod and I stood to the side and watched as Michelle Mullins and
Miguel Ebony had an intense conversation regarding last night’s
events. It was interesting to watch only because as I did so I became
even more convinced than ever that perhaps my client and his
benefactor were a lot closer than they liked to let on. But when two
people fight, sometimes the truth has a way of leaking out. Not that it
was really any of my business, just a curiosity, so I put it aside.

The gist of the argument centered around Mike’s refusal to go into
hiding while the police found whoever was behind the attacks—last
night’s and the one at the center. Michelle kept insisting that he was
being stupid for not realizing how much danger he was in and that if
he didn’t look out for himself then he might get killed next time.

Mike countered by saying that he was not stupid, that he knew the
danger, but his work was too important, especially now, and he was
damned determined not to let some thugs scare him into running. Not
after they had come to his home and tried to murder him in the street,
even shooting up his car.

I decided not to mention the fact that the two bullets that had
smashed into the bodywork of his vehicle were more than likely fired
from my weapon. Ultimately, the bad guys were responsible, and I’m
sure it wouldn’t really matter to his insurance company anyway.

After about thirty minutes of arguing they both sat down on the
living room sofa with their arms crossed, brooding. Rod and I looked
at one another, and then my cell phone buzzed again.

It was KeeAnn LaForge. I excused myself and went outside to take
the call in a more peaceful environment. Maybe I’d get lucky and
somebody would try a drive-by before I had to go back into the house.

“After I saw the news a little while ago I figured you’d want to talk
to me,” Kee said over the phone, sounding a little sleepy.”



“Are you just getting up?” I said, glancing at my watch. “It’s nearly
nine.”

“Yes, I know,” she said. “Today is supposed to be a comp day for
me; I wasn’t going to the office. But like I said, I figured you’d want to
talk to me, so I called you first.”

“And I appreciate this, love,” I told her.
“Well if you really want to show your appreciation,” she teased.

“I’m still in bed. My address hasn’t changed. My kids are at my mom’s,
hubby’s at work, and I still like a good, hard fucking in the morning.”

I choked and laughed at the same time, sitting down on the front
steps and glancing around, briefly staring at my client’s car and seeing
more damage than I remembered from last night. Maybe mine weren’t
the only rounds to hit it.

“Kee, baby,” I said. “You really are going to be the death of me, you
know that?”

“Hardly,” she snorted. “Since I’ve known you I can’t remember the
number of people who’ve tried to kill you, but I do know none of them
has succeeded. I think you’re indestructible. And I know you’re a really
good lay. But we aren’t talking about that now. Tell me what you want
to do.”

I thought a minute, briefly considering some of the things that I’d
like to do to Ms. LaForge as well, but quickly dismissed those
thoughts.

“How many agents do you have available from the Special Services
Branch?” I asked.

“Don’t know offhand,” she replied. “But I can find out with one
phone call. Whatever we have available I can probably get in place
within a few hours. All of our Special Services agents know to be on
standby for deployments within two hours. Just like you taught them.”

“Alright,” I said, pausing once more. Then I started talking as
thoughts organized in my head. Kee told me to slow down at one point
as she reached for a notepad and pen, then I picked up where I had left
off, hoping that I was not forgetting anything.



Chapter 41

Mike Ebony could not be dissuaded from going in to work today,
but he did not go until late, and then in my car. Before we left, he
spoke with Tseday Sirak and she was not happy about his decision
either, but she knew that she couldn’t stop him, and instead told him
to be careful and to listen to whatever I told him to do. A very smart
woman. In addition to being balls hot herself.

I took him in my jeep with Rod providing cover in his rental. The
distance from his home to the Cultural Center is less than a mile but
we took a less than direct route, just for safety’s sake, and arrived at a
quarter to eleven.

The place was already jammed packed, just about every client the
center had was inside or outside in the parking lot. Many had heard
about the shooting last night and were concerned for the man who had
worked so hard for them over the past few months. When I parked
they swarmed my jeep, smiling and waving at Ebony. I told him not to
open the door yet, then opened mine and climbed out.

I tried to calm everyone down and get them to move back, but it
was no use, they were a determined lot. Rod came over to join me and
started speaking to them in Spanish. This seemed to get their attention
and they started to respond.

Rod looked at me and grinned.
“Yeah, gringo,” he said. “That German you learned in college is

really doing you a lot of good now.”
I shook my head.
“Smart ass.”
With Rod and me on either side, Mike Ebony slowly made his way

through the crowd and into the reception area of the center. There he
was greeted by the three members of his staff and still more clients. It
took another ten minutes for him to tear himself away and get to his



office where he cloistered with Claudia Gomez and Alejandro, leaving
Rita to handle the desk on her own for the time being.

Rod and I stood outside the door to the office watching the
assemblage. The chances of anyone in this crowd meaning to harm
Ebony were slim, but not zero, so we would remain vigilant. At least
now we knew we were doing something worthwhile, and knew how to
do it.

My cell phone buzzed and I answered it.
KeeAnn LaForge again. She confirmed that she had three agents

available from the Special Services Branch and could deploy them as I
had requested. I thanked her, she told me that I owed her and
suggested a very graphic way in which I could repay my debt, and then
we hung up.

I was trying not to smile when I put my phone back on my belt.
Rod glanced at me for a moment.
“Never seen a guy blush after being told that the security guards

he asked for were deploying.”
I cast a smirk his way.
“Black guys don’t blush,” I retorted with as much of a straight face

as I could muster.
“Right,” he said. “Sometimes I forget you’re black.”
“Anyway,” I said. “His house is going to be protected around-the-

clock. I’m going to stay on Ebony for a while too.”
“And what do you want me to do?” Rod said. “Go back to Biggs?”
“Nah,” I said. “Not right now. Well, now that I think of it there is

one thing you could do though.”
He looked at me questioningly.
“What?”
“One of your black bag jobs,” I told him.
Rod glanced around for a second, then back at me.
“If I knew what you were referring to, Mr. Olin, I would have to

tell you that such activities were highly illegal and that I, as a duly
licensed private investigator from the great state of Louisiana, could
not possibly participate in such activities.”

“Spoken like a true Bureau man,” I said.
“Thank you,” he said. “Probably won’t be able to get in there until



nighttime. I already took the liberty of looking over their security, just
in case this need arose. Pretty standard. No problems that I can
foresee.”

“Good,” I said. “Then you should definitely not do this tonight.
Under no circumstances should you even think about engaging in this
clearly illegal activity.”

“And I won’t,” Rod said smartly.
“Good,” I said.
We both stood still staring directly ahead for maybe thirty seconds

before the giggles took over and neither of us could control them.
The door behind us suddenly opened and the giggles went away

instantly. Miguel Ebony walked out followed by Claudia Gomez and
Alejandro. Rod and I followed very closely, our eyes not on them, but
on the mass of people they were about to face in the lounge area.

Within every hand a potential threat, within every heart a
potential hate, within every eye a potential fear.

Sometimes I just love my job.



Chapter 42

Kroger Solutions began hiring workers on Thursday morning and
everyone from the Center Point Cultural Center who wanted a job was
first on the list. This made everyone at the center very happy, none
more so than Miguel Ebony. Michelle Mullins was also very happy and
made her feelings very well known during the interview she gave to
CBS-42’s Rhonie McDavid on Thursday afternoon.

Rhonie also came to the center to interview Mike and the staff
once more, touching briefly on the incident that had happened
Tuesday night, but devoting the bulk of the interview to the good
works of the Cultural Center.

However, not everyone was happy with this turn of events.
Michelle reported that with this new positive publicity, the Center
Point Mayor had decided to return his support to the center, and this
angered many on the city council, and other business leaders who had
been seeking the closing of the place. She even told me that she had
started receiving telephone and fax threats at her office, but she was
not too worried. I told her that she shouldn’t take any chances and
should document everything, making sure to inform the police as well.
I also told her to call me if she noticed anyone following her or
anything else suspicious happened. She said that she would.

By Friday morning the first of Kroger’s new employees were
already out and working on their projects. This meant that the center
was even more deserted than normal during the day, but this did not
bother Mike or any of the staff. They saw this as the culmination of a
big part of their dream, however they had plans to get busy soon
recruiting more clients to help. There would always be more as new
immigrants made their way into town. And with the success of the
Center Point Cultural Center, many of these new arrivals would
eventually make their way there. This delighted the staff, but I knew it



would not delight a lot of other people. And for this reason I had
decided to keep Rod with me most of the time; that is, after he had not
taken care of that other thing that I had expressly asked him not to.

I wasn’t sure if there would be another attack against my client or
the center itself, especially now since the contract had been signed and
the jobs doled out, but since we didn’t know who was really behind the
attacks or why they had occurred, we couldn’t be sure of anything just
yet. And because of that I thought it good to have the best backup
available.

Rod didn’t protest, but I could tell that he’d rather be spending his
time backing up Sandi Michaels as opposed to me. And who could
blame him?

Friday afternoon things were very slow at the center so Mike
decided to close the office for an hour and take everyone to lunch
down at the Cedar Post Restaurant. The staff all went in his vehicle—
the one that the dealership had loaned him while his was being
repaired—and Rod and I took my jeep, leaving a guard from Master-
Plan to watch the place in our absence.

There was already a fairly good sized crowd in place when we
arrived, but the pretty young blond waitress named Kathy came over
and smiled, saying she had a table in her section that had just been
cleared.

I asked for a second table close by for Rod and me, and Kathy
looked at me oddly for a moment, then smiled again and said she
would see what she could do. Claudia Gomez made a quip about us not
wanting to eat with the darkies and I glanced down at the backs of my
hands, then back into her mirth-filled dark eyes.

We grinned at each other and then sat down at separate tables
that were very near one another. Rod and I had the view of the place
that we wanted and were close enough to the emergency exit on the
side if a quick retreat was needed.

“Waitress is cute,” Rod said, glancing at his menu. “Looks pretty
good in those little blue jeans too.”

“Yeah,” I said, glancing around. “Looks just old enough to be your
daughter too, wouldn’t you say?”

Rod snickered.



“And she’s not either. Besides, Sandi looks much better in her
jeans. And there’s more to hold on to.”

I looked at him and grinned.
“Don’t let her hear you say that,” I warned. “I have yet to meet a

woman who likes hearing that she’s got meat on her bones.”
“I know that,” he nodded. “Even though Sandi knows she’s in

better shape than women Kathy’s age, she’s still a little self-conscious
sometimes. And it’s kind of fun to mess with her about it too. Only I
have to be careful because she could probably snap me in half.”

Rod glanced over at the front door as he spoke and paused.
“Well now isn’t that interesting?” he said.
“What?” I said, following his line of sight.
“The guy who just walked in, the young one going soft around the

middle. That’s Barry Biggs, senior supervisor at Biggs Construction
Consultants. Thick black guy behind him is Reggie Mason. Site
foreman. Looks like they’re coming in for lunch.”

I nodded, watching the two men stroll in as if they owned the
place. Biggs glanced around and spotted Kathy, grinning and going
over to her. She grinned back at him and they stood very close near the
counter for a few minutes while Reggie Mason stood in his same spot
and looked around.

After a few minutes a tall slender blonde behind the counter
walked over to Kathy and said something that made Biggs frown. He
glared at the other blonde but said nothing.

“That’s Pam Dickenson,” Rod said. “Kathy’s mother. Kind of cute
too, but her daughter has a better ass. In case you’re interested. I know
you can’t see it behind the counter, but being a highly trained
investigator I have made note of this before. Just in case.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” I said, still watching Biggs. “It appears
that momma doesn’t like her daughter’s choice in men.”

“Which is kind interesting when you consider that she’s doing his
daddy. Or at least that’s what I think.”

“Maybe dad’s got a gentler touch,” I offered.
“Maybe,” Rod said.
Biggs took Kathy’s waist in his meaty hands and turned her to

him, then kissed her full on the mouth as her mother watched with a



sour look on her face. Then Biggs turned and grinned at Reggie
Mason, nodding at a table a few feet away from where the staff from
the Cultural Center sat. The two men ambled over and sat down and
Kathy followed with menus.

She then went over to Mike’s table to take their orders, next to
Rod and me. While Rod ordered I watched Biggs and Mason. They
were staring at the other table, unkind expressions on their brutish
faces. Biggs leaned over and whispered something to Mason and the
other man laughed cruelly.

I took a deep breath and released it slowly, flexing my fingers
under the table. Rod was also watching the other table as he finished
ordering his meal. He glanced at me and nodded.

Kathy turned to me next and asked what I wanted. Now that was
an interesting question. What did I want? Peace on Earth? A life
without violence?

Now what kind of fun would that be?
I ordered a chef’s salad and ice tea and Kathy smiled once more,

leaving to put in our orders. As she passed Biggs’ table he reached out
and smacked her on the bottom and she glanced at him sharply, then
grinned as she went on by.

Biggs leaned over and whispered something else to Mason, and
the expression on his face darkened. He nodded and leaned his
massive arms on the table, pushing upwards.

And the balloon goes up, I thought.
Rod and I both stood, pushing our chairs back.
So much for a quiet and leisurely lunch.



Chapter 43

I moved over and stepped in front of Reggie Mason, blocking his
path to the table where Miguel Ebony and the others sat. Rod was
standing a few feet away from Barry Biggs, hands at his sides, manner
casual. Both men stared at us contemptuously, and grinned at one
another.

“Who you guys?” Biggs laughed, apparently enjoying himself.
“Bodyguards or something? Think we was gonna do something to your
Mexican friends over there?”

Both men laughed again and Mason took a step toward me. He
was about three inches taller than me and built like a tank. He knew he
was an intimidating presence and liked to use that to his advantage.
What he didn’t know, however, was that far scarier people than he had
tried to intimidate both Rod and me before, to little effect. I simply
stood and stared at him, my hands folded together in front of me.

“We was just gonna say hi, ain’t that right, Reggie?”
Mason nodded, grinning and showing a mouth full of badly cared

for teeth.
“That’s right, boss. We jus’ want to say hi an’ maybe git an

autograph from this famous man here who been all over the news
lately.”

Mason’s grin faded and now he was sneering at me, challenging.
Biggs nodded at him and the bigger man moved on me, raising his
hands toward my neck. I let him come, and then, with almost no
effort, raised my right knee into his left thigh in a very quick
movement that caught him short and he recoiled, howling like an
injured bull.

Barry Biggs looked shocked but this did not last long because he
closed on Rod, fists raised like a boxer. Rod ducked the first punch and
came under his arm, driving an extended fore-knuckle strike into the



younger man’s gut and doubling him over. The force of the blow was
so powerful that it knocked the wind from Biggs’ lungs and he dropped
to his knees clutching his stomach and gasping very rapidly.

The people at the tables nearby stared on in horror and several of
them had the good sense to stand up and move away. Reggie Mason
had now recovered sufficiently and was staring at me with murder in
his eyes. He called to Barry Biggs and asked if he was okay, but all the
other man could manage was whimpering. Rod stood a few feet back
watching him.

Mason growled, this time like an angry bull, and charged me. I
went low and met him halfway, driving my right shoulder into his gut
and finding it to be nearly as solid as steel, but my shoulders are in
pretty good shape too, and the contact was firm.

Mason bounced several feet back but he took me with him,
hammering the middle of my back with an elbow before I was able to
pull free. And that really stung.

We faced each other again, but this time his back was to the table
where Ebony and the rest of the staff sat staring on in dismay, and to
Rod, who was still watching Biggs.

Mason swung a hard right haymaker, but it was only a feint, and
he came in with a left jab to the side of my face. He was fast for his size
and not sloppy with his punches. I surmised that he probably had
some experience in boxing, and probably a lot of brawling too. But
there is a big difference between simple fighting and unarmed combat.
I’m an expert in the latter. And one of the first things you learn in
unarmed combat is that you are going to get hit, and it’s going to hurt,
but you can’t let the pain slow you down, you have to use it, turn it
against your opponent and defeat them.

So I let the jab connect with the right side of my head, moving far
enough back so as not to receive more than a glancing blow. And while
Mr. Mason was moving in closer for a follow up with his right fist, I
jammed my left thumb into his armpit and twisted it into the nerve
cavity there, causing him to jerk back and scream again as his nerve
endings became flaming needles of pain. A perfect thumb-point strike,
just as I had taught M.J. Brenner a couple weeks ago. Too bad he
wasn’t here right now to see it work in action. But then again I was



glad he wasn’t here, and I hoped he didn’t have to find out about this
little incident, not to mention his mother. Can’t worry about that right
now though, still in the middle of a fight.

Mason moved back a little more, his right arm flat against his side,
his left up for defense, the expression on his face the very essence of
agony. But he didn’t have the look of defeat in his eyes; rather he
seemed like a man more determined than ever to do me in. Oh well…

This time when he charged he came more cautiously, but I didn’t
let him get too close because that blow to the side of my head had still
been strong enough to rattle my teeth a little, and I didn’t need
another one.

He feinted right and came left. I kicked him under the right
kneecap and then pushed down on the joint with my foot, twisting as I
did so. This brought Mason to his knees and when he was down I
grabbed him by the shoulders and head-butted him directly on the
nose, smashing bone and cartilage, and drawing blood. Lots of blood.

The two hundred fifty pound brawler went down like a sack of wet
concrete and did not get up again. His eyes were open but he wasn’t
actually staring at anything. I hoped he wasn’t dead. Not because I
cared about him, I just didn’t want to have to fill out more paperwork.

I looked over at Rod and he nodded. Suddenly I realized that I was
breathing a little heavily and sweating a lot. Outside was the familiar
sound of a police siren. Music to my ears lately.

All around us customers were continuing to look on in fear, not
certain what they should be doing. Some were standing, others still
seated at their tables, and all of them were looking at us.

I went over to the table where our party sat and asked if everyone
was alright. They nodded, Claudia Gomez standing and facing me.

“You’ve got blood on your face, Derrick,” she said, taking a napkin
from the table and holding it to my forehead.

I nodded slowly, grimacing.
“Yeah, I know. But it isn’t mine.”
Rod helped Barry Biggs to his feet and then into the chair he had

occupied before this all started. No one offered to help Reggie Mason
up.

And then the police arrived.



My favorite part of the day.



Chapter 44

I gave Rod the weekend off so he could spend it with Sandi, and
they both appreciated that. Saturday I spent the day at the Cultural
Center keeping an eye on things, and everything was quiet.

On Sunday Miguel Ebony told me that all he was going to do was
spend the day at home with Tseday Sirak and not leave for anything
before Monday. After brief consideration I decided that I could risk
taking a day off myself. Agents that I had personally trained from
Master-Plan’s Special Services Branch were sitting on Ebony’s house
and they were more than capable of dealing with any threat that arose.
If they weren’t then I hadn’t done my job properly, and that was
beyond all possibility.

So I took Sunday off.
And somebody else appreciated that too.
Traci grinned and kissed the side of my mouth, snuggling closer.
“Have I told you how much I have really enjoyed fucking you

today?”
I grinned, slowly rubbing her back with my right hand, groaning

most contentedly.
“You might have mentioned it a time or two,” I responded. “But it

is something that bears repeating often. I do have a fragile ego you
know.”

Traci laughed.
“That’s the last thing that’s fragile about you, Derrick. That and

your dick.”
I chuckled and squeezed her.
“We aim to please, ma’am,” I drawled.
Traci rolled on top of me and kissed my lips.
“And your aim’s pretty damn good for a man of your advancing

years.”



I reached down and cupped her tight, smooth buttocks and
squeezed them.

“I beg your pardon? I’ll have you know that I only get younger
with every passing year. Why I have the strength and stamina of ten
men, maybe fifteen.”

Traci stared at me and smiled, her face a mask of bliss and
happiness; and maybe a little lust too. Perhaps even a lot of lust.

“Oh, you’ve definitely got the stamina of fifteen men, Derrick. I’ll
give you that. Sometimes I feel like I’m gonna pass out before you
come. But then you do and you’re like a wild animal or something. And
I love every fucking second of it.”

I pulled her closer and kissed her.
“No pun intended, huh?”
“None at all,” she said, pressing her pelvis against mine. “In fact, if

you’re feeling up to it again…”
“Always feeling up to it, lover,” I said, kissing her again.
“Good,” she said, pulling away and straddling me. “Because I

think today we should do something we haven’t done in a while.”
“And what might that be?” I teased, gently rubbing the tight skin

of her belly with the fingers of my right hand.
She smiled like an imp and rolled off of me, slipping off the bed.
“Oh, I’m sure you can guess. I’ll be right back.”
She was only gone for a few seconds, and when she returned there

was an even more devilish smile on her face. I could feel the familiar
stirrings of an erection down below.

Traci bounced back on the bed and leaned over me, her hair
falling over onto my forehead. I reached out and pulled her all the way
on top of me.

“And what did you bring back with you from your little trip?” I
asked playfully.

Traci giggled and nuzzled my neck, pressing something into my
left hand. I didn’t need to look at the bottle to know what it was, but I
did anyway, and my erection became all the more rigid for the
confirmation.

Traci sat up, her skin now red and warm. I sat up too, opening the
cap on the bottle of KY Silk personal lubricant.



“It has been a while, hasn’t it?” I said.
“Yeah,” she said, leaning closer to me, her lips next to my ear.

“Too long. Now hurry and lube up. I want you in me right now!”
Some orders have to be obeyed without question. And this was

one of them.
So I gladly obeyed it.
Without question!



Chapter 45

“The shooters from last week have finally been identified,” I told
Rod Riker on Monday morning as he and I sat in my jeep outside the
Center Point Cultural Center. It was raining and a little breezy this first
week of April, an unpleasant day for some, but I liked it. Of course, I’m
a weirdo.

“And who are they?” Rod asked, sipping from a Styrofoam cup
filled with black coffee.

I gave him the names.
“They mean anything to you?” he asked.
“Nothing,” I said. “Believe it or not, I don’t actually know the

names of every banger in Birmingham. Not even a fifth of them. In
fact, if they didn’t try to kill me sometimes I probably wouldn’t know
any of them.”

Rod nodded, continuing to watch the street. In the doorway of the
center building the day shift security guard stood staring out. Besides
Miguel Ebony and Rita Flores, there were only a couple of other
people inside the building at the moment. They were new clients who
were filling out applications and signing up for some training courses
being offered by a local trade school.

“Anyway, Curtis was right. They all have long records. Gang stuff.
Assaults, rapes, robberies, one was convicted of manslaughter and
only served a year and a half. Two of the others beat attempted murder
charges about a year ago.”

“Any affiliations that jump out?” Rod asked.
“Nothing that directly ties them to anyone significant,” I told him.

“Least of all Manny Salazar, but Manny is smart. He doesn’t deal
directly with the lower rungs. He’s got people for that. But just because
there is no apparent connection to the great man doesn’t mean he isn’t
involved. Or at least knows something.”



“It’s your town, Derrick,” Rod said, taking another sip of coffee.
“You know the players. If you say it’s possible, then I say okay. So what
are you going to do about it?”

I turned and stared at my friend.
“I think that’s supposed to be we, Tonto.”
Rod smiled.
“Okay, Kemo-Sabe. So what are we gonna do about it?”
“Good question,” I said. “Perhaps it’s time we stopped sitting

around waiting for something to happen.”
“Oh,” Rod said, setting his now empty cup in the holder between

our seats. “You mean the direct approach. How do you think this
Salazar guy will react to that?”

I turned and smiled.
“Not well at all,” I said.
Rod smiled too.
“Good,” he said.



Chapter 46

Birmingham’s biggest gangster, one Innes Redbone, has his
headquarters on the western side of town. Birmingham’s number two
thug, one Manuel “Manny” Salazar, has his base of operations on the
eastern side, actually in the city of Irondale, but still close enough to be
considered Birmingham for argument’s sake.

Manny’s got a small warehouse in the Liberty Heights section on
Railroad Avenue, appropriate considering it’s proximity to a set of
railroad tracks. It’s not much to look at from the outside, but there is a
brand new chain link fence surrounding the property, twelve feet high
with razor wire on top. And then there are the guards. Because of the
rain they are all sitting in vehicles today, except for the one near the
door at the main entrance. He’s standing under cover, a light raincoat
draped over his shoulders. No doubt the coat conceals some type of
long gun, perhaps an SMG. Manny is not known for taking chances,
and he doesn’t like to receive visitors unannounced. And for that
reason I had called ahead.

It was just after eleven when Rod and I arrived in my jeep. The
rain had increased significantly and I knew the guys at the gate who
had to get out and check us were pissed, but we didn’t care. Such is the
life of a second-rate thug’s bodyguard.

The two men who approached either side of the jeep were young
and Latino. Both tough looking and trying to look tougher. I rolled
down my window and Rod did the same. The one on my side said
something in Spanish and I thought about responding in German, but
Rod answered instead.

The tough on my side glared at him for a few seconds and then
back at me, this time speaking perfect English with a slight accent.

“You got any guns in there?” he demanded.
I didn’t say anything and he stared back hard. Finally he glanced



over at his partner beside Rod and nodded, and then both men went
back and rolled the gate open, stepping aside so that I could drive in.

I parked on the left side of the building next to a brand new shiny
black Lincoln that I suspected belonged to the boss. I was carrying a
large golf umbrella and Rod was wearing a rain jacket. We climbed out
and started for the building, suddenly under the watchful eyes of five
dangerous looking young men who were arrayed all around the
entrance to the warehouse.

Rod and I moved carefully and without haste. No need to make
anyone nervous.

Rod spoke to them in Spanish as we reached the door, then
reached out and opened it, holding it for me as I let down my umbrella
and stepped inside. There was another tough looking young man
waiting for us inside, this one older, maybe early thirties. It was hard
to discern age sometimes, at least for me. But this young man I knew,
kind of. His name was Jorge Pueblo and he was the right hand and
chief enforcer for Manny Salazar. If Manny wanted somebody popped,
it would be Jorge doing the popping, or, at the very least, arranging
the popping. He, too, was a very dangerous young man, and one I did
not intend to ever turn my back on.

Jorge led us down a short corridor and then turned left. I
followed, Rod behind me, and at least three other shooters behind
him, keeping their distance.

As we moved I glanced around casually, looking for points of
escape and cover should the need arise, which I knew very well that it
could.

We came to a large steel door and Jorge stopped, pressed a button
on the side, and waited. There was a camera mounted on the wall
above the door and after about five seconds there was an audible click
and the door opened a little. Jorge reached out and pulled it open all
the way, stepping back and motioning us ahead of him.

Reluctantly I went ahead, tension rising slightly. Rod was at my
back, that was comforting, but having Jorge and a bunch of shooters
behind him was not. But as the saying goes, in for a penny…

Manny Salazar sat behind a large steel desk in the center of a
windowless and barren room. There were only a few chairs around the



desk and a couple of floor lamps, beyond that there was nothing, not
even a phone. He sat with his hands resting on the back of the desk,
his squat body centered in the middle wearing a rather expensive
looking fawn suit jacket and starched white shirt, the top three buttons
undone, no tie.

Manny was probably in his early fifties, maybe a little older, and
he kind of reminded me of a heavier Ricky Ricardo now that I thought
about it, only far less charming. The expression on the Latin mobster’s
face was a cross between annoyance and curiosity, and I wasn’t sure
which was best for our current situation. I knew he had reluctantly
agreed to meet with me, and almost hadn’t. The fact that he had
actually intrigued me, made me wonder about some things that have
been floating around in my mind for a while. Maybe I’d get some
answers to those questions while I was here. One can only hope.

“Hey, Manny,” I said amiably, moving over to the desk.
“Senor Salazar!” Jorge Pueblo barked as he came to rest on the

wall to his boss’ left, giving me the stern eye. Behind us the other three
gunnies stood at the wall as well, the steel door to the office now
closed. It felt like a tomb in here. Perhaps that’s the wrong thought to
be having at this particular moment.

“Come on now, Jorge,” I said with a smile. “We’re all friends
here.”

“Look, gringo asshole,” the chief enforcer spat. “If you don’t show
some respect, me and my boys are gonna toss you and your honkie
asshole pal outta here, and kick your asses for you while we do it.”

I glanced at my honkie asshole pal, canting my head slightly,
arching an eyebrow. He arched back.

“Really, Jorge, we must try to be more racially tolerant these days.
After all, look at how much our country has changed in recent years.
Why we’ve even added some color to the White House. And now
there’s a person of Latin heritage on the Supreme Court of our great
land. Just one great big melting pot now.”

Jorge Pueblo pushed off the wall and glared at me. Manny Salazar
held up a hand for just the briefest of instants, and Jorge returned to
his position on the wall, hands behind his back, but his hateful eyes
never left me. It seems that I have a talent for making killers mad at



me. Perhaps I should work on that. Or maybe not, everybody needs a
hobby.

“You said you needed to see me, Olin,” Salazar said in a deep
voice, no hint of accent. “My time is valuable. You have five minutes.
Talk.”

“Direct,” I said. “I like that. I’ll come right to the point then. Four
Latino men tried to kill a client of mine last week. They have recently
been identified and it has come to light that they have many
affiliations in the criminal world. And I’m sure you know already that
there is no connection between them and you, either direct or indirect.
However, as I was telling my associate here, you are a very careful man
and it would be no great matter for you to have people on your payroll
who didn’t even know they worked for you. Especially street shooters
such as the ones who attacked my client.”

“Olin, what the fuck is wrong with you?” Salazar said suddenly,
frowning. “You do thug work, you carry a gun and kill people for a
living too, and you sound just like some college professor or
something, like you ought to be teaching at one of them fancy east
coast schools like Harvard.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever been more insulted, Manny,” I told him.
“I’m a southern boy born and bred. Harvard, really! But back to my
original point.”

“What point?” Salazar cut in. “You say you ain’t got no proof of a
connection between me and the guys you wasted last week. Means the
cops don’t have none neither. So why you here asking me about this?”

“Because I figure that even if you weren’t behind the hit, Manny,
you, being you, would probably be able to tell me who was, and
perhaps why. After all, you are the Man. At least in Latino circles.
Innes is still the top dog, but you’re closing on him in some ways I
hear. Especially since his man Nestor went down hard a few years
back.”

Salazar couldn’t help himself, he actually grinned for a moment.
“Is that your way of reminding me that it was you that gut-shot

Nestor Cabaña and got him shitting in a bag now?”
I didn’t reply, just stared at him modestly, my reputation

preceding me.



“Don’t mean nothing to me,” he went on. “Jorge a lot better than
Nestor ever was. And unless you wanna find that out for yourself,
you’ll start behaving.”

I stared at him for a moment, nodding slowly, and then glanced at
Jorge.

“So tell me, did you arrange for the shooters on your boss’ behalf,
Jorge?”

Pueblo’s face became red and he pushed off the wall once more,
glaring hard, glancing down at his boss hoping for a signal, but it did
not come.

“Olin, you pushin’ it. You gotta know that. And you have to know
it ain’t worth it. Even if I was involved, which I wasn’t, you gotta know
there ain’t no way I’m gonna tell you. Now why don’t you let this thing
drop before I have to have Jorge and the boys drop you and your
associate here? Get outta this, go somewhere and enjoy the rest of
your lives. You good, Olin, I give you that. Took out four guys by
yourself in the dark, but maybe next time it’ll be more than four. And
maybe your bearded friend over there won’t be enough to back you
up.”

I glanced at Rod and smiled.
“All I’ll ever need, Manny,” I said sincerely, staring directly into

the gangster’s black reptile-like eyes. “Just pray you never have to find
that out for yourself.”

Jorge Pueblo started reaching under his jacket and his boss held
up his hand once more, stilling him.

“Good man,” I said to the enforcer. “Your boss just saved your life.
Make sure you get him something good for his birthday this year. Take
it easy, Manny, something tells me we’ll be seeing each other again
real soon.”

There were no more words. I turned and Rod kept his eyes on
Manny and Jorge. One of the men behind us glanced at the boss and
then received permission to open the door. The three shooters walked
us out to our vehicle without saying a thing.

We climbed into my jeep and I drove back out onto Railroad
Avenue, glancing in the rearview mirror and watching as the
warehouse gate was resecured.



For the first time since we had arrived, Rod removed his right
hand from the pocket of his rain jacket, bringing with it a stainless
steel Walther PPK. He set the safety and took a deep breath.

“That went well,” he said.
“Yeah,” I agreed, stopping at a stop sign and then turning right. “It

did.”
“So I guess you know what you wanted to know now,” Rod said.
“Part of it,” I said. “Manny is definitely involved in this. He sent

the shooters at least. The question is why? What does he get out of
this?”

“You still think the Biggs clan could be involved?”
“Perhaps,” I said, stopping at another intersection. “What say we

go and find out?”
Rod started laughing.
“You’re serious, aren’t you? Jesus, Derrick, I’m gonna have to

remember not to take my vacations in Birmingham anymore after this
trip. Baghdad might be safer.”

I grinned and pulled off, taking a deep breath myself, releasing it
slowly, and watching as the windshield wipers knocked the raindrops
off to the side.

Dreary and messy.
My kind of perfect day.



Chapter 47

There was a female receptionist in the large front space of Biggs
Construction Consultants, LLC, a redhead with freckles and a bubbly
smile. When Rod and I stepped inside and approached her desk a flash
of lightening and thunder followed behind us, dramatic just like in the
movies.

The receptionist glanced up at us and smiled, asking how she
could help us.

I smiled in return and asked if Mr. Biggs was in.
Another bubbly smile and she asked which Mr. Biggs.
If I wasn’t careful my face muscles would lock up in a permanent

smile dealing with this one, but I gave it another go just to be sociable.
“Luther Biggs,” I told her.
“Well, yes, sir, Mr. Biggs is in at the moment. Actually both of

them are. But he doesn’t see people without appointments, and there
are none listed for this afternoon. Could I have your name please?”

“Certainly,” I told her, giving her my name.
She glanced over at Rod and he smiled in return, but did not give

his name. The receptionist frowned slightly and then reached for the
phone on her desk. Just then the doors behind us opened and three
men walked in from the outside, shaking water from their hair and
clothing. I turned slightly as did Rod.

The man in the lead was Reggie Mason, and when he recognized
us—me in particular—his eyes grew wide, and then anger rose on his
dark face.

“The fuck are you two doing here?” he bellowed, his massive fists
clinched at his sides. But I noticed that he did not make any effort to
approach us. Rod turned all the way around and faced the trio.

“Hello, Reggie,” he said. “I see you’re ambulatory once more. Glad
to see there was no permanent damage from your little accident last



Friday. Falls can be so nasty.”
Reggie Mason glared at him, briefly glancing over at the two men

who had come in with him, then at the receptionist who was still
holding the phone in her left hand, an uncertain expression in her
eyes.

“I said what you want here? I ought to call the cops and press
charges against both of you.”

“You had the opportunity last Friday, Reggie,” Rod said easily, his
right hand once again inside his rain jacket pocket. “But you declined.
Which was a good thing for all, I’m sure you’ll agree.”

“Fuck you, pal!” Mason retorted. “And fuck him too. He got lucky
last week. He try that shit again today and I fuck him up good.”

Rod grinned.
“You got lucky last week, Reggie. If my colleague had not

restrained himself then I dare say you’d be sporting more than just a
big bandage across your nose right now. Just a few more pounds of
pressure and he could have sent jagged bone pushing through your
brain. I’ve seen him do it before. Last guy is in the ground somewhere
now.”

Mason glanced at me again, hesitation rising in his eyes. I smiled
back, and then turned once more to the receptionist.

“Please, if you would, let Mr. Biggs know we’re here. I’m sure he’ll
want to see us.”

The receptionist hesitated for a few seconds more, glancing over at
Reggie Mason. Finally she took a deep breath and pressed a button on
the phone console, waiting a few seconds before speaking, a slight
tremor in her voice when she did so.

Suddenly the bubbles had stopped.
Too bad.
She really was rather cute when she smiled.



Chapter 48

Luther Biggs was a big man, tall and wide, built like a brick wall.
At least six feet six and close to three hundred pounds, and it was a
solid weight. Not fleshy like his son. I suspected he had to have his
clothes specially made because he was definitely not an off-the-rack
fit.

When Rod and I entered his office in back we found him seated at
a wooden desk in front of two windows with the blinds pulled all the
way up. The desk was cluttered with papers and a desktop computer,
the workspace of a busy man.

To his right stood his only child, Barry Biggs, heir-apparent to the
family business. The younger Biggs looked about as happy to see us as
his cohort Reggie Mason had. There was real fear in his eyes as the
receptionist showed us in, along with Reggie Mason who went and
leaned against the wall in the far corner, keeping an eye on Rod and
me as we approached the desk where the boss sat.

Biggs nodded at the receptionist and told her she could go, which
she did gladly.

I glanced around for a minute, taking everything in.
“So this is what the life of a big-time construction magnate is like,”

I said. “Impressive.”
“Hey, asshole!” Barry Biggs said suddenly. “My pa didn’t have to

let you in here. We can throw your asses out right now!”
I glanced at Rod and he grinned.
“We seem to be getting a lot of that today,” he said. “Could it be

us?”
“Surely not,” I rejoined. “We’re two of the sweetest guys anyone

ever could meet.”
Barry Biggs’ expression darkened but he did not leave his spot at

his father’s side. The elder Biggs stared up at us calmly, his big meaty



hands folded together on top of a folder.
“Gentlemen,” he spoke for the first time, his voice deep and rich

like that singer from the Oakridge Boys. “I am not quite sure why you
have come here today. We’re not hiring right now, and even if we were
I would not be inclined to hire either of you. My son and Reggie have
told me what the two of you did last Friday. How you attacked them
without provocation, injured my son’s ribs, and broke Reggie’s nose.
You should know that I have contacted my lawyer and we may be
taking legal action in the future.”

“Sure,” I said. “That’s what lawyers are for. If you do decide to go
that route just let me know. I’ll refer you to my lawyer. Her name is
Ashley Milner. Hell of a lady, and the best litigator in the state,
probably the region. She loves to go to court, and to counter-sue.
Seeing as how there are probably a dozen witnesses who will attest to
the fact that your boy and his buddy started the fight, I’m feeling
pretty confident about our chances if this ends up in court.”

Biggs stared back at me calmly for about a minute, glancing briefly
at Rod.

“What is it you want here?”
“To talk, Luther,” I said. “Just a quick conversation.”
Another pause, followed by a deep sigh, then he motioned toward

the two chairs in front of his desk. I took the one on the left, Rod
moved over and leaned against the opposite wall so that he could keep
an eye on Reggie Mason.

“So what is it you want to talk about?”
“I’m sure you’re aware of the troubles that have befallen the

Center Point Cultural Center of late,” I said. “Vandalism, harassment,
even a couple of shootings, the last of which left four people dead.”

Biggs tensed for a moment, and then nodded.
“Sure. I’ve seen the news. Tragic. I just don’t know what the world

is coming to these days. But with the tough economy people are
desperate and will probably only become more so. Robberies are on
the rise I hear. As well as property crimes.”

“They are,” I said. “But that has nothing to do with what’s been
happening to the Cultural Center. No ordinary crimes, these are
something more, something more purposeful. As the saying goes:



‘Though this be madness, there is method in it.’”
[7]

“I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about, Olin,” Biggs
responded, just a bit too quickly. “And if all you’re going to do is waste
my time…”

“Good conversation is never a waste of time, Luther,” I replied.
“You should know that. And as I was saying, the attacks on the
Cultural Center all seem to be aimed at a specific purpose, to shut
down their operations, to get the city of Center Point to close them
down for good, and to stop them from helping the immigrants in the
community who need it.”

Barry Biggs snorted.
“Immigrants? Fucking Mexican trash come up here to take our

jobs! Fuck ‘em all. Let ‘em all go back to fuckin’ Mexico or wherever
the hell they came from! Things tough enough ‘round here without
them wetbacks makin’ it worse!”

“Exactly,” I said. “That’s what I’m talking about. Sentiments like
that, and what motivates them. Fear.”

“Ain’t nobody in here afraid of a bunch of wetbacks!” Barry Biggs
exclaimed.

“Shut up, Barry!” Luther Biggs demanded, glancing at his son
harshly. “Just keep your mouth shut!”

“Raising children can be so hard these days,” I commented dryly.
“Anyway, I’ve been asking myself who would stand to gain
significantly if the Cultural Center were shut down. Now I know a lot
of people in Center Point and the metro area don’t like the idea of
immigrants in their city limits, not even legal ones, but all most of
them are likely to do is bitch, a few will try to put pressure on the
politicians, but very few would go beyond that. However, there might
be some who would go farther, maybe someone whose business would
suffer greatly if the center were allowed to succeed. As apparently they
did last week with that announcement by the Simon Group and Kroger
Solutions. I understand your company was in heated competition with
Kroger for those city contracts. A loss like that must be devastating,
Luther. And what happens if you lose more? How long will it be before
your business is in the crapper?”



A vein in Biggs’ forehead started to throb and he stared at me very
hard for several long moments before sighing.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mr. Olin. And if you
spread any of that garbage around town, I swear to you, you will be
sorry. My lawyers will sue your ass for every cent you have. I am not
involved in any of the things you allege. And neither is anyone who
works for me. And if this is all you have to say, then you can get out.
Now!”

I sat and stared at him for a few moments before nodding.
“About what Manny Salazar said a little while ago,” I commented

casually, glancing over at Rod, who nodded.
Biggs frowned, seeming to shrink a little. Interesting reaction to

hearing the name Manny Salazar. This told me something else I
wanted to know, but it might not mean what I thought it did.

I stood up.
“So far the cops don’t really have any solid leads as to who’s been

responsible for what, Mr. Biggs. So I would say that for the moment
the culprit or culprits are safe. And as long as there are no further
attempts on the people at the Center Point Cultural Center this may
remain the case. But know this, if anything else does happen, and I do
mean any thing, then I will personally rectify the matter, using
whatever means necessary. Understand that. And have a pleasant
day.”

“Fuck you!” Barry Biggs yelled, coming off the wall. His father
reached out for his arm but Barry pulled free, coming around to the
front of the desk. “Nobody comes in here and talks to my pa like that.
Get the fuck out of here right now!”

Reggie Mason stepped away from his wall and so did Rod, his
right hand still in his pocket.

“Barry!” Luther Biggs commanded, slamming his open palm down
on the desk as he stood. “Be quiet! They were just leaving. Let them do
so in peace. Or do you want them to kick your ass again?”

This had the effect of deflating the younger Biggs and he glanced
over at his father, hurt filling his eyes.

I glanced at Rod and he nodded. I went first, Rod following.
The receptionist looked up at us as we left, not smiling this time,



more like worried. Perhaps she was even contemplating a career
change.

It might be a wise course of action for her. More than once I have
made the same consideration. I’m just not wise enough to follow
through.

But there’s always hope for tomorrow.



Chapter 49

I took Rod back to his car and dispatched him on his latest
assignment. Then I spent the rest of the day parked outside the
Cultural Center keeping an eye on everything and everyone. I had
pushed a lot of buttons today and someone might decide to push back.
So in addition to my Glock and Taurus pistols, on the backseat of my
jeep were also the Benelli shotgun and UMP-45 submachine gun. As
my grandfather once said, “If you’re going to go to war, you don’t
want to be lacking for firepower.”

Granddad might not have known much about anything else, but
when it came to fighting, and especially killing, he was like the Library
of Congress. And I was definitely his grandson.

Alejandro Agular and Miguel Ebony closed up the center Monday
night and then I followed Mike home, checking in with the Special
Services team at his place before we arrived. The rain was still coming
down heavily and now it was even starting to get on my nerves. I
watched Mike enter his home with an agent right at his side, then
glanced around briefly before departing.

I was starving and had to go to the bathroom. I probably should
have gone before leaving the center, but I knew I could hold it if
necessary. I had once held on sixteen hours without a bathroom break,
but was not looking forward to that little experience again. Back then I
had been much younger with the bladder of a much younger man. And
it would be really embarrassing for me to arrive at Traci’s house after
pissing on myself.

Of course, as wet as it was outside tonight I could probably get
away with letting her think it was the rain.

It was nearly nine o’clock when I ran up onto the front porch of
the house in Hoover. The outside light had been left on and there was
a note on the door. When I read it I laughed, reaching into my pocket.



The note read: “Derrick, if you ring the bell I’m gonna make you
sleep on the sofa tonight!” It was signed: Love, Traci.

I laughed again, then used my key to open the door.
Traci was sitting in the den reading a magazine on horse breeding

when I stepped inside, the television was on but the sound muted. She
looked over at me and smiled.

“I see you got my note,” she said, closing the magazine and
standing up.

“I did,” I told her, walking over to the sofa. “Kind of hostile. What
if there had been another Derrick who came to the door?”

“I don’t know any other Derrick,” she told me, putting her arms
around my neck and kissing me. “Least of all not one with a key to my
front door. Or my heart.”

I smiled, holding her tight.
“And what about your other parts?”
She giggled and nuzzled my neck.
“Definitely those. Are you hungry?”
“I am,” I told her. “But I really need to make a bathroom stop

first.”
“Sure,” she said. “Go ahead. I kept something in the oven for you.

M.J. and I already ate. You go to the bathroom and I’ll make you a
plate and you can eat in the kitchen.”

“Thanks, love,” I said, still holding onto her soft and warm body.
“Where is the kid anyway?”

“Upstairs in his room,” she informed me. “Doing some research
on the internet. He’s got till nine-thirty tonight.”

I nodded, kissed Traci again, and then hurried off to the
downstairs bathroom.

Ten minutes later I joined her in the kitchen, my stomach
growling as the aroma of meal reached my nostrils.

“Meatloaf,” I said with a smile. “One of your best dishes, baby.
And one of my favorites.”

She grinned, putting a plate down on the table.
“Meat and potatoes. Just what every growing boy needs. Do you

want tea?”
I sat down and nodded.



“Do you still have Earl Grey?”
“Of course,” she said. “How could I not? You dig in and I’ll make a

cup.”
I did and she did.
Twenty minutes later I was nearly done eating, my second cup of

tea setting in front of my plate still too warm to drink, and M.J.
Brenner walked in carrying a large plastic cup with a straw sticking out
of the lid.

“Hey, Derrick,” he greeted. “You finally made it home.”
“Yeah,” I responded, putting down my knife and fork. “How’s it

going with you today?”
“Good,” he answered, going over to the refrigerator and getting

out a plastic pitcher, pouring the contents into his cup. “Just got done
with my homework. Now I want to chill and listen to some music
before going to bed. Got two tests tomorrow. How about you?”

I picked up my teacup and blew on the contents for a few seconds.
“Tired,” I told him. “I hope to be able to wrap up this job I’m

working on soon.”
He smiled, closing the refrigerator and putting the lid back on his

cup.
“Nobody’s tried to kill you yet this week?”
I glanced at Traci, then shook my head.
“Nope. And that probably won’t happen anymore.”
Traci reached over and touched my hand.
“And maybe over this coming weekend you and I can pick up

where we left of with the training.”
“That’d be great,” M.J. grinned. “You know I looked up some of

those guys you told me about online. The Systema guys. There are
even YouTube videos of some of their classes. It’s really cool. I was
thinking about ordering some of their DVDs.”

“Tell you what,” I said, sipping my tea. “Hold off on that. Let me
do a little research myself and then I’ll help you select the right ones to
get. Not all of those guys teach the same style and it can be a little
confusing if you mix them.”

“Alright,” M.J. said, standing at the other end of the table.
“Sounds good. Are you going to be staying the night, Derrick?”



Traci glanced at her son.
“My, aren’t we nosy tonight?” she chided.
M.J. grinned.
“Well you’re the one who’s always telling me to be curious about

life, mom.”
Traci laughed.
“Yeah, sonny boy, but not about my life. Now go upstairs before

you get grounded until you’re thirty.”
He chuckled, said good night, and then left.
“It’s good to see him like that,” Traci said after her son was gone.

“To be honest, he had always been an introvert, never so outgoing,
always within himself. He got a lot of that from his father and I didn’t
think he’d ever come out of it. Be so outgoing, laugh so easily. But now
look at him.”

I patted her hand.
“You’re a good mother, Traci. And M.J. is lucky to have you as his

mom. You’ve done a great job with him under the circumstances. And
I think he’s gonna be fine.”

She stared at me for several seconds, then leaned over and kissed
me.

“Meatloaf breath, my favorite.”
We both laughed.
A short time later Traci took my dishes over to the sink and rinsed

them out, then put them into the dishwasher with the rest of the days
dishes, turning the machine on.

“So you are gonna sleep over, right?” Traci said as she put her
arms around me in the living room, pressing her face against my neck.

I put my arms around her back.
“I was planning on more than sleep,” I said.
“Good,” she said. “Because sleep was the last thing I was planning

on.”
Five minutes later we were in her upstairs bedroom undressing

one another.
Five minutes after that we were much more intimately engaged.



Chapter 50

Rod called at eight the next morning and told me that I should
meet him in the lot adjacent to the one where Biggs’ Construction
Consultants offices were located. I was already on the road and
heading toward the Cultural Center and told him I could be there in
ten minutes.

The rain had stopped overnight but it was still cloudy and overcast
this morning, and breezy. I parked next to Rod’s car and climbed in
with him. He had on headphones and was working the dials on a mini-
receiver that was a part of the surveillance package I had borrowed
from Master-Plan a couple weeks ago.

“Listen to this,” he said, passing me a second set of headphones.
I put them on and adjusted the head strap.
“What am I listening to?” I asked.
“A recording made from an illegal audio surveillance that you

didn’t order and I didn’t carry out.
“Gotcha,” I said, listening as a voice started talking. I recognized it

immediately. Deep and smooth, like the guy from the Oakridge Boys. I
really should know his name, considering how much I like country
music.

The first speaker was Luther Biggs.
“This is all your fault you little prick! If you hadn’t gotten

yourself in trouble in the first face then we never would’ve had to deal
with this Chico cocksucker and he wouldn’t be squeezing us now. It
wouldn’t matter what was going on with those others at that Cultural
Center. We could have handled it. I got a couple city counselors in my
pocket, and some other resources. Eventually I would’ve been able to
get that place closed down and got those contracts myself. But he had
to go and stick his nose in and start shooting things up and now it’s
all got out of hand. Got this Olin guy involved and he’s serious



trouble. And you know he ain’t gonna back off. He’s trouble, Salazar
is trouble, and we’re in the middle. What a fucking mess! And you
brought it on us because you couldn’t keep yourself under control.
You disgust me, Barry! And I’m just glad your momma ain’t here to
see it!”

There was silence for several seconds, and then Barry Biggs spoke
in a whimpering tone.

“But, pa, please! I didn’t mean for none of this to happen! I
thought I could handle it myself, I thought… I was just trying to get
ahead a little, show you that I could bring some money in to help with
the business. I wasn’t trying to…”

“What you were trying to do doesn’t matter now, Barry. Don’t
you get that? It’s all turned to shit! People are dead, the cops are
involved, and now we got this spic bastard threatening us even more.
You heard what that little fucker he sent over here said didn’t you?
He said that we had until the end of the week to get Salazar all of his
money. If we don’t then they’re gonna take the business!”

“They can’t do that! They got no right!”
“These people are gangsters, Barry! They don’t give a fuck about

rights! They’ll kill us both if they have to, don’t matter to them! We’re
in real trouble here, I told you that! We gotta figure a way to get the
money. I don’t know how, but we gotta.”

“Maybe we can get those contracts away from them spics
somehow. Me and Reggie could take some of the guys by there later
tonight and…”

“Are you really that fucking stupid, Barry? You know they got
cops and guards and all kinds of shit all over that place now. And no
doubt that Ebony guy who runs the place is protected too. Besides,
they aren’t the problem anymore. Kroger Solutions has those
contracts and they aren’t going to give them up. Even if the spics
went out of business today it wouldn’t matter, they’d find somebody
else to fill the jobs. Hell, the way things going now, a lot of our own
guys would take the work. That won’t do it, Barry. And you leave
those people alone. I should have stopped your shit when I first found
out about it. It only made things worse. Got this Olin fella involved,
and now look at what’s happened. You and Reggie even got the shit



kicked out of you last week in front of your girlfriend. Pam called me
and told me that she don’t want you around there anymore.”

“Fuck that old bitch! I’ll go where I please!”
“Shut your mouth!” Luther Biggs snarled, and his son complied

immediately.
Rod took off his headphones and I did the same.
“Not much more on there that’s interesting,” he told me, reaching

for a cup of coffee in the holder on the driver’s door. “Right now
they’re in a meeting with a group going out for a job in a little while.”

I nodded.
“Well this is all the proof we need to confirm the involvement of

both Biggs’ and Manny Salazar,” I said casually, sitting back and
glancing around the parking lot. “Pity it can’t be used in court.”

“Even if it were admissible it really wouldn’t prove anything,” Rod
said. “Too vague on specifics. But for our purposes it does give us what
we need. Luther Biggs is probably not an issue now. He realizes that
going after Mike Ebony and his people is a bad idea. I suspect he
always thought that, but his idiot son took matters into his own hands.
He was probably the one behind all the vandalism and other
harassment. It’s more his style. The old man was working the political
end of things, and probably stood a better chance of getting the job
done. But then somehow Manny Salazar got into the picture. And the
father blames the son.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Something to do with money. Among his many
enterprises, Manny is also a loan shark. Perhaps Barry borrowed
money and can’t pay it back. Or maybe he’s got gambling debts.
Manny’s into that too, and a lot of other shit.”

“So when the kid can’t pay back what he owes, Manny starts
squeezing the old man for his money,” Rod said. “But the business is
not doing as well as it could, especially with the Cultural Center’s
clients coming in and taking jobs that Biggs is trying to secure for his
own company, jobs that would bring in more money and perhaps help
to pay off Salazar.”

“So Salazar decides to help him out,” I continued. “When Barry’s
half-assed efforts fail, and when Luther can’t get his political
connections to take action quick enough, old Manny sends Jorge to



stir things up. The first shooter outside the center was probably one of
theirs. The four outside Mike’s place definitely were. Probably second
or third string though.”

“And now with the heat on, Manny’s decided to squeeze the Biggs
completely. Force them into paying up or he has them killed and takes
the business. A bold move.”

I nodded.
“Manny’s a bold guy.”
“Okay,” Rod said. “Then where does that leave us? Maybe we don’t

have to do anything. Biggs has backed off of the center, Salazar only
wants his money. Maybe he’ll just be content to go after Biggs to get it.
Perhaps he won’t make another move against the Ebony and
company.”

“Perhaps,” I agreed. “But with thugs you never can tell. Manny
Salazar has a reputation to maintain. He can’t let people on the street
know that somebody can take out a crew of his without there being
stiff consequences, and retribution. He may feel that he has to take
action just to save face. After all, he is vying for the top spot in the
Birmingham crime circle. If he shows weakness someone else may
knock him down.”

Rod nodded slowly, glancing out his window, sipping the last of
his coffee.

“And you don’t like the fact that he tried to kill your client?” he
said.

“There is that too,” I said. “But mostly I just don’t like the prick, or
pricks like him. We need to stop them. Too many thugs running
around this town as it is. Cops can’t seem to do much about, well then
maybe we can.”

Rod grinned, putting his empty cup back in the holder on the
door.

“Well, Kemo-Sabe, if anybody else said something like that to me
I’d think they were crazy.”

I turned to him.
“And in my case you already know that to be true,” I said.
“Exactly,” he said. “So once again I ask, what’s your plan?”
It always seems to come back to that over and over, doesn’t it.



The plan.
What’s the plan?
And as usual, I have no clue.



Chapter 51

I met with Luther Biggs alone on Tuesday night at a back table in
the Cedar Post Restaurant. It was nearly closing time and most of the
place was empty. The wait staff was busy cleaning up the tables around
us and Luther sat across from me with his large shoulders bunched up
and his head down. Despite his size he appeared to me almost like a
child worried that his parents would find out he had cut school. His
confidence was gone, and fear had taken him over completely. This is
probably why he had agreed to meet with me alone after I had called
him this afternoon and played a portion of the recording Rod had
made.

Pam Dickenson was still on duty but her daughter was not. She
had sat us down and brought Biggs a black coffee without asking him
what he wanted. I had declined anything and she went away. Now the
two of us sat across from one another in silence. Neither of us was
really all that sure where this was going to lead, but for Luther’s part
I’ll bet he was hoping for something better than a cold grave.

I glanced around once more before focusing all of my attention on
the big man.

“Okay, I’ll make this simple, Luther. You and I both know you’re
in trouble. Serious trouble. One might even say lethal trouble. You
can’t go to the cops, and you aren’t going to get the money you need to
pay Manny Salazar back from any bank. You’re screwed and we both
know it.”

Biggs stared back at me and the fear in his eyes was really
embarrassing to see, but I’ve seen worse.

“As much as this pains me, I can help you. I don’t want to, believe
me. I don’t like you, and I care even less for your idiot son. I don’t
know what he did to get you into this trouble with Manny Salazar and
I don’t care. And frankly, I wouldn’t mind if Manny dropped him down



a deep dark hole. But lucky for you I don’t like Manny either, and he
did send armed guys to kill a client of mine. I like that even less. So my
options are to either let him get away with that attack and kill you and
take over your business, or to help you and stop him in the process.
But in order to do that I’m going to need your full cooperation. And I
do mean full cooperation. If you try to screw me in the slightest, I
promise you that I’ll feed you to Manny, and your son too. You need to
understand that completely. Remember, I don’t like you either. This
thing ends with everybody on both your teams dead, that works for me
just as well.”

Biggs sat and stared at me for a long time, and then his shoulders
began to shake. Christ, he was going to cry.

And then, as if by some kind of telepathy, Pam Dickenson
materialized at his side, a hand on his massive right shoulder, and she
leaned down and put her face next to his.

I guess there is somebody who loves us all. As I had recently
discovered in my case.

It took several minutes for Luther Biggs to get control of himself,
and by that time the restaurant was officially closed. Pam went to lock
the doors and to send the rest of the staff home. Then she returned
and sat down next to Luther Biggs, resting her hand on his arm.

He took several deep breaths, wiping his eyes on the back of a
hand.

His voice was barely above a whisper when he spoke next, but I
understood every word he uttered.

“Whatever you need me to do, Mr. Olin, tell me. I don’t want my
boy hurt, and I don’t want to die either.”

Pam Dickenson leaned over and squeezed his massive paw on the
table in front of them, smiling bravely, tears in her eyes.

Okay then, I thought. The game’s afoot.



Chapter 52

Friday morning was the deadline that Manny Salazar had given
Luther Biggs to come up with the money that Barry Biggs owed, plus
interest, which at this point was greater than the original principle.
Loan sharks really are such nice people, glad to see they’ve learned so
much from the crowd on Wall Street.

So with the deadline being Friday, I instructed Biggs to call Manny
Thursday night and tell him in no uncertain terms that he had no
intention of paying him any more money. Furthermore, if the gangster
did not leave he and his family and his business alone, then Biggs
would go to the cops and the feds and tell them everything, and take
his chances with them.

I was on an extension as Biggs relayed this message and Manny
responded in a very cold voice, almost a monotone, making it quite
clear, without actually incriminating himself, that he (Biggs) should
reconsider his position, lest certain irrevocable disadvantages befall
the whole of the Biggs family. Those were Manny’s actual words. I
guess he was working on being a literate and articulate thug.

Anyway, Biggs managed to hold himself together and sounded
rather defiant when he told Manny to fuck off and leave him alone.
Manny Salazar was silent for nearly a full minute, but calm breathing
could be heard down the line.

Finally he sighed and said fine, then hung up. I could almost hear
the thoughts going threw Manny’s head, and knew what he was going
to do the moment he put the receiver down on his end.

Luther Biggs was at his place on Post Oak Road in Trussville,
having taken the day off at my behest. He had told his son to make
himself scarce for the next couple of days, not to go near the office, and
not to go home either. The younger Biggs had asked his father what
was going on but only received a stern repeat of those instructions,



and Barry Biggs knew better than to question his father at that point.
He was just as afraid as his old man, and it was all the same to him if
he was somewhere that nobody could find him. Assuming there was
such a place for a man with the resources of Manny Salazar.

Biggs was alone in his home drinking scotch (straight) in the den,
the television tuned to a repeat of a cable news show. It was after
eleven, the street outside very quiet. This was an isolated
neighborhood, not much traffic even during the day, and at night the
streets were practically deserted. Most of the lights in the few others
houses on the street had gone out by ten, and in the Biggs residence
there was only the light in the den.

Two late model dark SUVs pulled up in front of the house at a
quarter past eleven and the doors opened, four men spilling from each
vehicle. They stood around for just a few seconds and spoke briefly,
then started toward the house. Four of the men separated from the
main group and moved around the sides of the house while the
remaining four went to the front. In the lead was Jorge Pueblo, Manny
Salazar’s executioner-in-chief. Two of the shooters with him carried
shotguns, the third an Uzi submachine gun. Jorge carried a Ruger
pistol in his left hand, down low by his leg.

When they reached the front porch, Jorge glanced at one of the
shotgun wielders and nodded. The man moved back a couple of feet
and lowered his shotgun toward the door knob. A ferocious boom
pierced the silence of the night, and before it had died away, Jorge and
his men were moving inside the house. Around back there was a
similar occurrence and the second team was entering the house
through the rear.

In the den Luther Biggs cringed and dropped his glass, attempting
to stand up, but fell to his knees instead, his eyes bulging in shock and
distress, and he lost bladder control.

Someone found a light switch and the front room was suddenly
illuminated. Jorge Pueblo glanced around in annoyance.

“¿Quién joder encendido las luces?”
[8]

 he demanded.

“Hice,”
[9]

 came the reply.



Jorge spun around quickly, not recognizing the voice.
“Who said that?”
“My colleague did,” I announced from the other side of the room,

stepping out of the shadows, my H&K UMP-45 at the ready. “Since he
does speak your language.”

Jorge spun around once more and the surprise of recognition was
almost comical. Apparently I was not the person he was expecting to
find here tonight. Suddenly there was movement on the stairs above
them and when some of the hit team turned to look, Rod Riker was
standing there holding my Benelli shotgun. He, like I, was dressed in
black, and looked both dashing and ominous, like the very apparitions
of violent death.

The decision was made quickly, as I knew it would be. After all,
there were eight of them.

The shooting started with Jorge. He dropped into a crouch and
aimed his Ruger at me. My finger was already on the trigger of the
UMP, the safety off, the weapon set for three-round burst. The first
salvo took out the chief enforcer and he pitched forward without firing
a shot.

The Benelli boomed next, and then another shotgun, and men
started to go down, some having the good sense to try and move out of
harm’s way before being cut down. But the problem for them was the
fact that Rod and I had them in a crossfire, and if they moved from one
line of fire, then they entered into the other. Just as we had planned it.

I dropped down to one knee and started squeezing off controlled
bursts as the shooters scrambled for cover, and more of them went
down.

One of the shotguns from the second group managed to get into
position behind the sofa across from the stairs and was exchanging fire
with Rod, and in the instant that I had allowed my eyes to wander
beyond my firing zone, one of the other shooters nearly shot me in the
head. Lucky for me he wasn’t the best of shots and the bullet just
sailed harmlessly past my left ear, causing me to cringe and duck
lower.

My return shots were more accurate, catching this hostile in the
stomach and chest, depositing his leaky corpse near the ruined front



door.
The shooter behind the sofa ran out of ammunition and had to

toss down his shotgun and reach for a pistol. When he came back up to
fire, Rod already had a bead on him and blew his head off with the last
round from the Benelli.

We had both drawn our pistols now and I moved to my left toward
the den while Rod came down into the front room and checked the
bodies on the floor. I had seen one man move out through the kitchen
when the shooting started and I wasn’t sure if he had run from the
house or maybe was trying to maneuver around behind us.

I entered the den and found Luther Biggs still on his knees on the
floor, but now over in the corner, his hands covering his ears, his big
body shaking. I exhaled and turned to my right, just in time to see the
last shooter enter through the back door of the den, a stainless steel
semiautomatic pistol in his right hand.

He looked almost as startled as I felt, and for some reason this
really bothered me. The me feeling startled part, not the him looking
startled part. But he didn’t remain so for long, raising his pistol and
squeezing off rounds almost at once.

The slight hesitation on his part had given me the time I needed to
start moving out of his path of fire, and by the time he started shooting
I was already going low and heading for the den’s front door. But
instead of going through it, I stopped suddenly, went down on one
knee, spinning back around, my Glock coming up.

The shooter had over-anticipated my actions, thinking that I
would continue on through the doorway and seek cover. Therefore he
had moved further into the room and attempted to adjust his aim
ahead of me. But when I stopped suddenly he was off mark, and even
worse, exposed.

He tried to correct his position by dropping down to his knees, but
it wasn’t enough. I had him and we both knew it. Nonetheless, he still
made the effort. Swinging his pistol toward me as fast as he could,
pulling the trigger as he did so in a vain attempt to unnerve me.

I was inhaling as I squeezed Glock’s trigger. Twice at his chest, a
third time at his forehead. And he was down.

A moment later Rod appeared in the doorway, Walther PPK in his



right hand.
“You alright, Derrick?” he said.
“Yeah,” I said. “Just mopping up. What’s it look like out there?”
“A charnel house,” Rod replied. “Everyone’s dead. Including Mr.

Salazar’s top gunny. Looks like he’s going to have to start a recruiting
drive. And quickly.”

I nodded, standing up, still watching the lifeless body of the man I
had just killed. In the corner Luther Biggs was still cowering and
shaking. I glanced over at him for a few seconds, thought about going
over to comfort him, and then said fuck him. It wasn’t like he was an
innocent party in all this.

Rod and I returned to the front room in time to hear sirens
approaching in the distance. Well at least this time it would be the
Trussville Police who took possession of my weapons. A new
experience. Until now I had never shot anybody in their jurisdiction.
Won’t they be thrilled?



Epilogue

The Trussville PD were a humorless group of law enforcement
officials. I suppose having eight homicides in one night in what had
been a peaceful and crime-free neighborhood for years was enough to
make anybody pissy. Rod and I were arrested and held in custody for a
day and a half before Ashley Milner was able to get us free. Our story
was airtight, but the Trussville chief didn’t care if we were professional
bodyguards hired to protect Luther Biggs from some underworld types
who had been trying to muscle in and take over his business. And it
didn’t matter that the people we had killed all had very long criminal
records, several of them having served time for violent felony crimes
that included rape and murder. The chief was still bound and
determined to see someone in jail for all the carnage caused.
Unfortunately for him it would not be us.

As I mentioned before, Ashley Milner is one hell of a lawyer, and
detectives from Birmingham PD and Jefferson County prosecutors
were very interested in what we had to say because it tied directly into
a major case within their jurisdiction. So in a very short time the
charges against Rod and me disappeared, and then other charges were
filed, these against Manuel Salazar. This following complaints sworn
out by Luther and Barry Biggs alleging a whole host of criminal acts
perpetrated by Mr. Salazar and his associates, most of whom were no
longer among the living.

With his thug army all but depleted, the Latino gang boss chose to
go on the run, but he didn’t get far. Two days after the police went
looking for him at his place in Liberty Heights, someone found his
bullet-riddled body in a dumpster outside a Mexican restaurant in
Bessemer. Although it would never be proven, many suspected that
one of his competitors, sensing vulnerability, had decided to move
against him and push Birmingham’s second leading thug off his perch.



It could have been Innes Redbone, but the smart money said it was
probably one of the lesser gangs wanting to move up to the next wrung
on the ladder. Either way, the Salazar organization quickly crumbled
and the other thugs moved in to take over what was left. For the time
being there was no Latino gang leader in the city, but I knew this
wouldn’t last long.

The Biggs clan managed to stay out of jail, but their business went
down the drain quickly and they had to sell everything; at a loss. Other
companies, including Kroger Solutions, came in and took over their
contracts, hiring most of their staff, excluding Reggie Mason, and in
no time at all there was more work for everybody, including the new
crop of clients at the Center Point Cultural Center.

Nadya Simon was very pleased with the outcome for her latest pet
project, as were Miguel Ebony, Michelle Mullins, and everyone else
involved. As for me, I was just glad my part in it was over. The guards
were pulled from Mike’s house but it was decided to keep the round-
the-clock security at the center. In today’s climate it just made sense to
keep them, and Nadya agreed to continue paying for the service.

Rod and Sandi left for a real vacation to New Orleans two days
after we were released from jail. Rod joked that the thirty-four and a
half hours he’d spent in the big house were the loneliest of his life and
said he was going to need a lot of love and affection to aid in his
recovery. Sandi said that she’d do her best to nurse him back to health.

Beginning in the middle of April M.J. and I spent a couple of
weekends going over every Systema tactic and technique I could think
of, and then I surprised him with a complete set of DVDs by the best
experts in the field. He studied them every day and pretty soon was
nearly too good for me to handle. Traci pretended to be happy about
this, but I knew she really wasn’t. But her son was happy and that was
what really counted. So she would continue to pretend.

The second weekend of May the three of us flew out to Salt Lake
City and drove down to her ranch just south of Draper. Not much had
changed since the last time we had been here, except it was a heck of a
lot warmer.

I drove the rented Yukon onto the property and down the dust-
covered main road until we reached the turn-off for the office, parking



near a couple of trees out front. Traci got out and so did M.J. I shut off
the engine and undid my seatbelt. I was just about to open my door
when I heard a familiar yapping and then saw a little black and white
lighting bolt shoot from the porch of the office and dash toward Traci
and her son. They both dropped down to their knees in the dirt and
began to pat and hug the magnificent JJ, the terrible terrier.

I sat and watched them for a few minutes, a feeling of utter
contentment suddenly filling the core of my being. Could it be that I
was actually happy for the first time in my life? Completely and totally
happy?

Could it really be?
Maybe.
But would it last?
And did I want it to?
Traci was holding JJ in her arms and she turned and looked back

towards me, a huge happy smile coloring her beautiful face. M.J.
waved at me, indicating that I should come join them.

I nodded, opening the door.
For now the answer was yes, I did want it to. And this knowledge

filled me with such fear. But it only lasted for a moment.
I climbed out of the SUV and closed the door, a man completely…

fearless!
 

[1]
 See Compulsive by Stellen Qxz.

[2]
 Short sleeve shirt-like garment made in Israel and worn by members

of Shabak protective details. Lightweight and designed for concealing
weapons in warm climates.

[3]
 See Retrograde by Stellen Qxz.

[4]
 See Inactive? by Stellen Qxz.

[5]
 See Vicious by Stellen Qxz.



[6]
 See Compulsive by Stellen Qxz.

[7]
 From Shakespeare’s Hamlet.

[8]
 “Who the fuck turned on the lights?”

[9]
 “I did.”
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