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For the first time in more than twenty years Derrick Olin
needed a vacation.  So he took one.  In the beginning it was
great.  Sun, fun, the beach… and a beautiful woman he
hadn’t seen in more than a decade.  Just what the doctor
ordered, and just what Derrick needed.  But when an act of
utter brutality leaves his lover near death, the hardcore
operator is thrust into action, pursuing a violent and bloody
course toward those who hurt her, determined to make them
suffer for the pain they have caused.  And the universe will
weep for anyone who gets in his way!
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A WALK IN THE PARK

I WAS ROTATING MY NECK from side to side when I heard
footfalls close behind me, turned slightly to my left, and saw a small
man approaching wearing a dark windbreaker, his hands in his
pockets. He had close-cut dark hair and his skin had an olive tint that
was fairly visible even in the low light put off by the park lamps all
around us. As he approached, I could see that he was very short, not
more than five-five, if that, but he walked with a confidence that made
it clear he was not somebody to be taken lightly.

“Hi you doing?” I said in a friendly tone.
“Alright,” he replied in a thick Boston accent. “Out kind of late

tonight, pal.”
“Yeah,” I said. “You too. That accent tells me you’re not from

around here.”
He smiled, but not with his eyes, and stopped next to the bench,

maybe four feet from where I sat.
“Yeah, everybody can tell where I’m from once I open my mouth.

Can’t place your accent though.”
“Wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” I said.
He nodded, glancing around casually, his sharp dark eyes taking

everything in like a professional, which I assumed he was.
“I know what you mean,” he said nonchalantly, removing his left

hand from his pocket wearing a dark leather glove, something it was
far too warm to be wearing on a night like this. “They told me you was
from Alabama but you sure don’t sound like it.”

Then his other hand came out of his other pocket holding a
subcompact pistol that looked like some kind of Taurus .380 auto…



Chapter 1

Lake Charles, Louisiana
 

The taste of blood in my mouth is somehow familiar, although I
haven’t tasted it for quite some time, and could have gone quite a
while longer without tasting it again. Never would have been just fine
with me. But I suppose you can’t have everything you want. One
conciliatory note is the fact that most of the blood I taste isn’t mine.
Then again, maybe that isn’t such a good thing.

Also, there’s the pain in my chest. Could have done without
experiencing that either, or the pain in my head and lower back—
although I’d had pain in my lower back for the better part of fifteen
years, and had become quite accustomed to it. However, at the
moment the pain is quite intense. Perhaps it’s time to find another line
of work. Something with an office and regular hours, no night work.
That would be great. Can’t wait to start looking in the want ads. Just
not at the moment. Right now I’m busy… working.

The elbow coming toward my head was moving slowly enough for
me to avoid, but I decided not to, instead grabbing it at the last second,
twisting with every ounce of strength I had left, and throwing the
elbow’s owner to the ground. He landed hard and I heard the breath
leave his lungs. An added bonus, it would mean I had a few extra
seconds to do what needed to be done. What I hoped I had enough
strength left to do.

Since I could barely stand as it was, dropping down to my knees
was easy, and I landed right behind the man I had just thrown down,
his back to me. Reaching down with my right hand, I took his
shoulder, pulling him into a sitting position by his jacket, and then got
my right arm around his neck, locking my fingers across his left
shoulder. The man was starting to regain himself now and began to
struggle. No matter, he was under my control now, and it wouldn’t be
much longer.



With my left hand I reached around and took his forehead in my
palm, gripping his temples tightly with thumb and fingers on either
side, then gave a quick and violent twist in both directions at the same
time, hearing a sickening pop as vertebra snapped. When I released it
his head flopped down toward his chest and his body went slack, his
bowels releasing at the same time. The odor was not pleasant. I shoved
the man away from me and fell back on my butt, sweat rolling down
from the top of my bald head, getting into my already stinging eyes,
my vision blurring even more. I was also breathing heavily, almost
uncontrollably. In fact, I was breathing so heavily that I almost didn’t
hear the approach of footsteps to my rear.

Summoning the last of my reserves, I rolled to my left, coming up
on my knees as I turned around, just in time to see the large Cajun that
I’d nearly shot earlier this evening. Too bad I hadn’t shot him. He was
really huge and I was not in the best of shape right at the moment.
Plus I was out of bullets and who knew where the hell my gun was
anyhow? Actually guns, but that was semantics at this point. Right
now this giant Cajun looked as if he wanted to rip me in two. Probably
did.

Well like my mother used to tell me when I was a kid and I would
tell her I wanted something, she’d say: Boy, people in hell want ice
water! I guess the meaning was you can’t have everything you want.
So I guess I won’t let the Cajun rip me in two.

He came at me fast, raising a large booted foot toward my face
when he was about five paces away. Surprising both him and me, I was
able to jump up and grab his foot, tossing it upward and causing him
to lose his balance and tumble backwards, landing very hard on his
butt. Wasting no time, I moved in quickly and kicked him in the face
with my large booted foot, then followed up with a second kick, but
this one only had half the power of the first. Still, it was enough.

Feeling dizzy now, I fell to the ground in front of the man, and,
with all the might that I could summon—which wasn’t a whole lot—
drove the heel of my right palm into the already battered and bloodied
Cajun’s face, smashing what was left of his nose and hopefully driving
jagged bone into some vital area; and we both fell backwards.

Everything was black.



I felt nothing, saw nothing, existed in total abyss.
Then I heard voices, sensed lights approaching from somewhere

in the distant darkness, rapid footsteps. I just didn’t have the energy to
fight anymore, no more strength left. The spirit was willing, but not
the body. I was finished. Oh well, they couldn’t say I hadn’t gone out
fighting.

Hands grabbed me from behind, turned me, lights now in my face,
I couldn’t see anything beyond them. Urgent voices, sounds
unintelligible to me. Nothing made sense. The pain had returned, and
it was really talking to me, screaming at me through every receptor in
my body. No wonder I couldn’t hear anything else.

“Can you hear me?”
What? Was somebody talking to me? The voice sounded familiar.

Straining, I tried to see past the light in my face, and something liquid
running into my eyes. Maybe sweat. Maybe blood! Can’t focus. But
that voice…

The light moved and a face loomed near mine, kind of scary in a
disembodied sort of way, and somehow familiar, what little of it that I
could make out. Graying beard, serious eyes. Vaguely familiar though,
and oddly friendly, at least to me.

“Derrick, can you hear me?”
Derrick? That’s my name; at least I think it is, who can be sure of

anything these days? But I believe that’s my name. Derrick. Yes, it is.
And who is this guy with the beard and serious eyes?

“Derrick, it’s alright. You’re gonna be alright. I’ve got you. You’re
safe. Brentwood’s safe too. I got your message. We found him. Can you
hear me, Derrick?”

Rod! That’s his name. Rodney. Rodney something or other. I do
know him. He’s a friend. Maybe…

At that point everything went to black and stayed that way.



Chapter 2

Two weeks had passed since the night of my adventures in the
bayou down from the Players Island Hotel and Casino in lovely Lake
Charles, Louisiana. I was still in Lake Charles Memorial Hospital
recovering from the injuries I’d sustained that night. They were
extensive, and painful, but my doctors assured me that I would make a
full recovery. That was good. Partial recoveries were just so
unbecoming.

It was Wednesday, nearly two in the afternoon, and outside my
window I could see the rain coming down. I understand it does that a
lot this time of year in Lake Charles. Actually, I just remembered that
it’s hurricane season. A completely cheering thought for a partially
immobilized man to be having at this moment. I can only hope that a
storm doesn’t come through here while I’m recuperating. I think I’ve
been battered enough.

I was contemplating picking up the book that I’d been reading
earlier this morning, not really interested in reading much right now,
just bored, but then a nurse came in and said it was time to take my
temperature and blood pressure again. The nurse’s name was Sam and
he didn’t look like too many nurses I’d ever seen before, female or
male. Six-five, two hundred fifty pounds, heavily muscled, kind of on
the ugly side, but with a great personality, and a large bushy brown
mustache that totally concealed his upper lip.

I got the feeling most patients didn’t register too many complaints
with or against Sam. Not if they wanted to recover. I lay back and let
him do what he had to do, then he smiled, told me I appeared to be
healing just fine, and he left. Still not in the reading mood, and TV
didn’t interest me either. I also wasn’t sleepy. Not many other choices.

There was a knock at the door and that told me it wasn’t a staff
member, they never knocked.



“Come in,” I called, turning my head to the right to see who it was.
The man who entered was about my height with a graying beard.

He was seven years older than me and white, and he was one of my
closest friends. Some days maybe he was my only friend. Rodney Riker
—Rod.

“So you’re still here, huh?” Rod smiled as he came in and stood
next to the bed.

“Funny,” I remarked dryly. “Where the hell else would I be? Guess
I’m a really good patient and they don’t want me to leave.”

Rod nodded, glancing around the austere room. I didn’t like a lot
of clutter and I had instructed the hospital staff to keep all cards and
flowers that might be sent to me somewhere else, anywhere else. I
really didn’t know all that many people in Lake Charles, but in light of
the business I had been doing here, quite a few well-wishers had been
sending me stuff. I suppose I should get a list of the names and send
thank you cards, but caring about stuff like that is beyond me. Maybe I
should hire a social secretary. Again, caring about stuff like that is
beyond me.

Rod took a seat in the only chair in the room, which was against
the wall to my right under where the TV was mounted on the wall. He
was wearing a tweed blazer that he adjusted once he sat down, and
then crossed his legs left over right and stared at me.

“Well you’re looking better,” Rod said. “The scars on your face are
fading a little. How’s the pain? I know you went off the pain meds a
couple days ago—against the doctor’s advice.”

I shifted a little on the bed, trying for a more comfortable position;
not doing too well.

“Yeah. No desire to get addicted. The pain’s manageable. I’ve felt
worse. The fractures are healing. I’ll be glad when I can get out of here
and start working out again. Getting soft just lying around here.”

Rod smiled.
“Hardly,” he said. “I’ll bet you do isometrics every day.”
I smirked.
“Well that doesn’t really count. And I get bored just lying here.

They ought to release me soon; now that they’re certain I’m not gonna
die.”



“Probably,” Rod said. “But you won’t be in any shape to go back to
Birmingham. So you’ll be coming to my place and staying until you’re
completely healed.”

I held up a hand.
“That won’t be necessary. Really. I can—”
Rod cut me off.
“I’m not hearing it, Derrick,” he said in a quiet but forceful tone.

“It’s all arranged. Brentwood’s paying the bills, which he should
considering you got hurt protecting his spoiled brat of a son. You can
have the guest room as long as you need and there will be a private
nurse there around the clock. Also a physical therapist will come by
three times a week. Everything you need, you’ll get. And no
arguments.”

I stared at my friend hard for several moments, then finally sighed
and put my head back against the pillows, suddenly feeling very tired.

“So how is Brentwood, Jr. anyhow?” I asked.
“Doing well himself,” Rod told me. “Still timid, afraid to go out,

which is good. He needed to calm down. He was too much of a party
animal and sooner or later it was gonna catch up with him. Nothing
like having six guys with guns and very sharp knives come after you to
make you realize that you need to change your ways. His broken arm is
healing okay though. His psyche will take longer. His dad’s got him a
therapist, and to be honest, I think the old man is kind of glad his kid
is slowing down. All that screwing around, going out to clubs and
casinos, picking up women and bringing them back to the house, all of
that was just one big embarrassment to a man in Brentwood’s
position. Especially with him facing the problems he had been.”

“Is it resolved now?” I asked a little weakly, closing my eyes.
“For now,” Rod replied. “There have been accommodations made

with the mobsters he crossed, restitution and apologies offered and
accepted. I had some discreet talks with some people, reached an
understanding. I tell you one thing, Derrick, you’re a hell of a
bargaining chip. When things weren’t going right in the negotiations I
simply reminded my counterparts across the table that if they didn’t
like the deal I was trying to broker, I could simply send you in to
negotiate something more permanent.”



I gave a half smile.
“Right now, in my current condition, I’m sure I’m not all that

scary.”
Rod smiled.
“Derrick Olin, hurt or well, you’re still the scariest motherfucker I

know. Word filtered out about what you did to those guys in the casino
and later in the bayou. One man taking out six, killing two with his
bare hands after being seriously injured himself, that’s the kind of
story that rattles even the coldest of the cold. Especially because the
guys who came after you had reputations for being real bad asses. In
particular that big Cajun you went up against there at the end. Nobody
believed somebody could take him in hand-to-hand, let alone kill
him.”

I sighed again, opening my eyes.
“You think they’ll try to retaliate?” I asked.
“Nope,” Rod responded. “That was part of the deal. They don’t try

to come after the Brentwoods anymore and they leave you alone too.
And to be honest with you, I think they’re glad to leave you alone. But
anyway, the cops are still watching this place, and not the locals, state
cops. Plus I’m having some of my associates drop in from time to time.
But that’s also why I want you at my place. Better security, a more
enclosed environment. Just to be on the safe side.”

I nodded.
“Alright. Now all that has to happen is I get released. Then you got

yourself a roommate. For a little while anyhow.”
Rod nodded.
“Good,” he said. “And once you’re recovered sufficiently you and I

are taking a road trip over to Dallas. Supposed to have the best
Hooters in the country over there.”

I chuckled then and my chest started to hurt from the effort.
“You know how to cheer a guy up,” I told him.
“I try,” he said, glancing at his watch. “Well I’m gonna have to be

going, pal,” he said, standing. “Got a meeting with Brentwood and his
lawyer in an hour. Going over some final details. Then I’ll get our
checks, and bring you yours. All hospital expenses are being billed
directly to Brentwood Shipping, and that’s taken care of.”



I nodded.
“Thanks.”
“Thank you,” Rod said, stepping closer to the bed. “You really did

a good job on this, Derrick. Which is why I called you in. I knew we
were dealing with some serious people, people who didn’t take no as
an easy answer. So I wanted somebody who I knew could handle
themselves if the shit hit the fan. You proved my confidence in you
correct, as I knew you would. I’m just sorry you got hurt in the
process.”

I sighed yet again, staring up at him.
“Price of the job,” I told him. “See you later.”
He nodded, stared down at me for a few more moments, and then

left the room.
I really didn’t feel like reading now, or watching TV, but I was

suddenly very sleepy. So that sounded like the course of action I
should pursue.

And I did.



Chapter 3

Dallas, Texas
 

It was August when I was fully recovered from my injuries. The
nurse had stopped living at Rod’s house a couple weeks ago, coming by
once every day just to make sure I was alright. And the physical
therapist was gone too, since I had recovered enough to start really
pushing myself physically. I had started walking for a couple of miles
and gradually gotten back into running, now up to three miles without
a break, good enough. Before I could do five, and would again,
probably by the fall when I was back home. For now, however, I was
satisfied with my level of fitness.

So this is the reason why I am now in Dallas, accompanied by Rod
Riker. It’s the weekend, Friday night. Rod and I have rooms at the W
Dallas Victory Hotel down on North Houston, about a half a mile from
the Hooters Restaurant he was telling me about back when I was in
the hospital. Our whole reason for coming to Dallas.

Some years ago when Rod and I were both still U.S. government
employees—Rod with the FBI, me with the Air Force Office of Special
Investigations—we’d been working a case jointly in Charleston, West
Virginia and found ourselves hungry one day and in the vicinity of a
Hooters. So naturally we went in. We were, after all, very hungry.

The thing is, the job lasted for quite some time and Rod and I kept
finding our way into that Hooters for lunch. So much so that the
waitresses started competing for our business, making sure we had
good tables and service. Two waitresses in particular stood out. One I
liked by the name Laura, a cute little brunette with an interesting
posterior, a little wide, but not unattractively so. And then there was
Nichole, Rod’s favorite. She had a nice rearview as well and Rod had a
special nickname for her, although she never knew it. Remote Control.
Quite nice. It was the result of an instance when they couldn’t find a
remote control to change the station on the television that was



mounted on the ceiling near Rod’s head. He happened to turn around
just as Nichole was using a stool to stand on in order to change the
channel. Her very nice butt was just inches from his face. From that
point on she became his Remote Control.

Well after that job ended, every time we came together for
another, even after we both left federal service, we always tried to
make sure we had at least one meal together in a Hooters. Laura and
Nichole could never be replaced, but there were others, quite a few,
and all special in their own ways.

The Dallas Hooters was very full tonight, as you would expect, and
Rod and I had to wait for about ten minutes, but then a cute little
Hooters Gal came and got us, taking both of us by the arms as she
walked between us, showing us to a table on the lower level in the
back. It was near the window but Rod and I didn’t complain. The place
was packed and this was all that was available, plus we had noticed
from the outside that the windows were tinted. Besides, who would
want to kill us here? Not more than ten, fifteen people between the
both of us. Anything less than twenty and we didn’t even consider it a
threat worth worrying about.

The waitress told us her name was Cherry and asked what we
wanted to drink. Rod ordered a beer and I ordered tea, and we both
watched as Cherry strolled off to get our drinks. Not bad, if on the
young side. Or was it that Rod and I were kind of on the old side now?

“She’s no Remote Control,” Rod cracked. “And she’s young
enough to be my daughter—but she’s not.”

I smiled.
“Nor mine,” I said. “And you know I haven’t been in one of these

places in about a year or more. Think the last time was when I was in
Chicago.”

Rod nodded.
“Been a while for me too,” he said. “Which is why I wanted to

come here. Been too long since we got together and did this. Or even
worked together.”

I nodded, just as Cherry returned with our drinks.
“Are you ready to order?” she asked. “Or do you need more time?”
Rod and I glanced at each other, neither of us having looked at the



menus.
“I really don’t need the menu,” I said. “I know what I want.”
Rod nodded.
“Me too.”
So we ordered and once again watched as Cherry walked off.
“They all seem to be getting younger,” Rod said. “Cute though.”
“Yeah,” I said, sipping my tea. “So what’s supposed to make this

the best Hooters in the country?”
“Beats the hell out of me,” Rod admitted. “Just saw it in the

advertisement online. ‘The Best Hooters in the USA’. Didn’t say why.
Suppose we could ask Cherry when she comes back.”

I smiled.
“Let’s not overburden Cherry,” I said. “She doesn’t seem to me like

she can handle too many thoughts at one time.”
Rod chuckled and sipped his beer.
“You might be right about that.”
We sat and looked around, talked some more, and after a while

our food arrived. A bacon cheese burger for me with a side of onion
rings, and a buffalo chicken sandwich and salad for Rod.

“Anything else you guys need,” Cherry told us, leaning on the edge
of the table so that we could both look down the front of her incredibly
tight white tank-top, “just call me. I’ll be around.”

We nodded and she went away.
“Pretty good,” Rod said after chewing down a bite of his buffalo

chicken. “Spicy, but not too heavy. Just the way I like it.”
I nodded, having a bite of my burger.
“It’s okay,” I said. “Kind of well done. You know I like mine on the

rare side.”
Rod shook his head, picking up his salad fork.
“Yeah, you like it bleeding, I know. Wounded and still alive. Too

bad. You know I like mine cooked all the way till it bounces.”
I smiled and took another bite of my so-so burger.
We didn’t talk for a few minutes, eating and looking around,

watching some of the younger crowd drink too much and talk too loud.
I was glancing back to my right and about to turn back to say
something to Rod when I noticed a woman over by the stairs, leaning



down on the railing. It wasn’t so much that I recognized her right off,
just the way she was leaning over on the railing. I recognized that
stance, had seen it somewhere before.

The woman was blond, early to mid-thirties, very attractive,
wearing a white T-shirt and formfitting stonewashed blue jeans.
Where the hell had I seen her before? Somewhere. Then it hit me.

“Shit,” I said in a low tone.
“What?” Rod asked, glancing over at me as I turned back.
“That blonde over there at the top of the stairs, leaning on the

railing.”
Rod looked over.
“Nice jeans,” he said. “What about her?”
“I was thinking how familiar she looked,” I told him. “I recognize

the way she’s leaning on the railing like that. I’ve seen it before, I’ve
seen her before. Her name’s Neela and she used to be a Hooters Girl
up in Merrillville, Indiana. You remember, we were there about, what,
ten years ago. She was a lot younger then, and so were we.”

Rod looked over at her again, staring hard.
“You know my memory’s nowhere near as good as yours when it

comes to stuff like that,” he said after a while. “And there’s no way I’m
gonna be able to remember a woman who might have been a waitress
at a place you and I were at a decade ago. But if you’re sure, I believe
you. Can’t believe she’d still be working in a Hooters after all this time
though. I mean, she’s still got her looks, but it’s mostly young girls in
their twenties and late teens that do this kind of work.”

“Yeah,” I said, glancing back at the blonde once more. “But I am
positive that’s her. And now she’s coming down the steps. Look at her
waist. There’s an employee’s ID tag attached. So she does work here.”

Rod glanced over.
“Yeah,” he said. “Maybe she’s in management now or something.”
“One way to find out,” I said, wiping my mouth on a napkin and

turning sideways on my stool. “Excuse me, Neela..?”
The blonde stopped as she was about to pass our table, turned,

and smiled, a warm, friendly, and familiar smile.
“Hello,” she said over the noise around us. “Having a good time

tonight?”



“I’d like to ask you a question?” I said.
“Sure,” she said, coming over and leaning against our table. Her T-

shirt was not low-cut, but her breasts did press up against the front of
it, and that was a nice view in and of itself. “Ask away.”

“First,” I said. “Are you the manager here?”
“I am,” she said with a smile. “For about a year now.”
“Okay,” I said. “Next question. About ten years ago did you work

at the Hooters in Merrillville , Indiana?”
The smile remained, and she drummed her fingers along the edge

of the table just under where her breasts were pressing.
“Yes, I worked there about a year and a half while I was finishing

school. How did you know?”
I smiled, glancing over at Rod, who also smiled. Then I turned

back to her.
“Well, Neela, that’s because ten years ago my friend and I were

customers of yours.”
Neela Ryman looked from Rod to me and grinned widely.
“Well isn’t this just a small world after all,” she said.
“It is indeed,” I said, continuing to stare into her eyes. “And

sometimes quite a nice one.”



Chapter 4

“Your memory is astonishing, Derrick. Really. I have trouble
remembering what I did last week, let alone five or ten years ago. I
barely remember my time at the restaurant in Merrillville. At the time
all I was really concentrating on was school. It was just a job. Of
course, look at me now, I’m managing one of them.”

“What did you major in?” I asked.
“Business administration,” Neela responded. “Got a BA. Thinking

about getting my master’s soon. If I want to move beyond restaurant
management and go into corporate I’ll need an MBA. Didn’t think
Hooters would be a career for me, but sometimes things work out kind
of funny.”

I nodded.
“They do. And I’m glad of that.”
Neela smiled and snuggled closer to me. I kissed her forehead. We

were laying together in the middle of the king sized bed in my ninth
floor room at the W at a quarter past ten Sunday night, having spent
most of the day together along with Rod seeing all that there was to see
in Dallas. From the School Book Depository to Cowboy Stadium, and
everything in between.

Rod had opted out of dinner, saying that he had a headache, lying
terribly, but I silently thanked him. And then Neela suggested that we
have dinner in a more intimate setting. I told her to pick any place she
liked, and she picked my room. We ordered room service, and now it
was later.

I kissed her lips and she pushed against me with her whole body.
“I’m glad too,” she said, then climbed on top of me, straddling my

waist. “Wanna go again?”
I grinned, taking in a deep breath and releasing it.
“Silly question, my lady,” I told her, reaching up to cup her



breasts, stroking her erect nipples with the pads of my thumbs. “Come
here.”

She did.
We did.
And later still we did again.
Monday morning Rod ate breakfast by himself because Neela and

I had breakfast in bed.
We just didn’t order room service.



Chapter 5

“So you’re going inactive? That doesn’t sound like the Derrick Olin
I’ve come to know and love all these years. You don’t take vacations.
Never even use the word. Until now.”

I nodded, leaning back in the lounger on the deck outside Rod’s
tenth floor room at the W in Dallas. It was late Monday evening, the
sun setting, the temperature in the upper seventies with a slight
breeze. We were both wearing loose-fitting, short sleeve shirts and
jeans, sipping cool drinks, and talking. I had just told him of my
decision to stop working for a while, to go inactive as we say in our
business. His reaction was precisely what I had thought it would be.

“It’s time,” I said slowly, holding a sweating can of Mountain Dew
in my right hand off to the side of my right leg. “Now that I’m forty I
need to start taking some time for myself. I can afford it, don’t really
need the money. For a while I think I’m just gonna do a little traveling,
see some things and some people, maybe catch up with some other old
friends. Don’t know. Right now I just don’t want to think about work
for a while. I don’t want to have to worry about looking out for
somebody else, or looking over my shoulder for some hostile looking
to do me in.”

Rod nodded slowly and took a sip of his coke.
“I’ve always thought you needed to slow down some and take it

easy,” he said finally. “No sense in working yourself to death all the
time. My only concern is the reason you’re choosing now to take off.”

I nodded, sipping my soda.
“I know what you’re thinking,” I said. “And it’s not that. Believe

me, I’m not having second thoughts about my career choices. I’ve been
in this business nearly twenty years now, know I’m good at it, and
meant to be doing it. I didn’t get spooked by what happened back in
Lake Charles. Hell, I won, didn’t I?”



Rod chuckled.
“You sure did,” he said. “Hell, buddy, you can do whatever you

want. You want to rest, take all the time you need. I just want to make
sure your head’s okay that’s all.”

“As okay as it ever was,” I said. “Still nuts. But for a while I think I
don’t want to work. I don’t even think I’m heading home after we leave
here.”

“You could stay here,” Rod suggested.
“Nah,” I replied, finishing my soda. “Dallas is not my favorite

town. Although there is someone here who is kind of a favorite of
mine.”

Rod grinned and sipped more of his coke.
“I’m sure. Well have you got a destination in mind?”
“Not really,” I told him. “I’ll decide before we leave day after

tomorrow. You got something coming up back home?”
Rod nodded.
“Interview on Friday with a potential new client,” he said.

“Internal theft case. Might be a good prospect to use one of my new
associates on. I’ll just have to see.”

I nodded but said nothing. After a while I checked the time on my
watch.

“What time is Neela coming over tonight?” Rod asked absently.
I grinned.
“Can’t put anything past you, huh?” I said. “Around eleven.”
“Your very own Hooters Girl,” he said. “Fantasy comes true.”
“Nah,” I said. “It was never the Hooters Girl thing that attracted

me to Neela. It was the woman herself. And I am pleased to report she
is everything I thought she’d be and more. So much more.”

Rod finished his coke and set the empty can down on the floor.
“Good. Say, why don’t you invite her to go with you wherever

you’re going?”
I was silent for a long while before responding, turning to face him

in the gathering darkness.
“I really don’t think our relationship is at the going away together

stage,” I told him flatly. “And probably never will be. Best not to
confuse things too much.”



He said nothing in response and after a while I turned back and
we both stared out at the Dallas skyline, admiring the impressive view
across North Houston Street.



Chapter 6

We were saying good bye. It was Tuesday night and on Wednesday
Rod and I would be leaving Dallas. The three of us had gone out to
dinner at a Chinese place on Pacific Avenue that was highly
recommended and very good. The food was fantastic and we all had a
good time. Afterwards Rod had gone back to the hotel and Neela had
invited me to her place over on Marburg Street in South Dallas. It was
small, but comfortable, filled with Neela’s personality, but truth be
told, I wasn’t really interested in her apartment.

This might be the last time that we saw each other, or maybe not.
We didn’t know, so we would make our time together very special and
most memorable.

The one thing I really liked about Neela was that she was not shy,
not inhibited. She knew what she liked and was not afraid to share it,
and she also wanted me to share with her, which I was more than
happy to do.

At a quarter past midnight we were both breathing heavily,
covered in perspiration, and lying side-by-side on her queen sized bed.
After a while Neela turned on her side and put a hand on my stomach.

“That was intense,” she said, still getting her breath back.
“Yeah,” I breathed deeply. “Very intense. You’re awfully good at

this.”
Neela grinned and slipped a finger into my bellybutton.
“You’re not bad yourself, bub,” she teased. “Dare I say you fucked

my brains out. God I’m gonna miss you; especially a certain part of
you.”

I grinned, turning on my side and looking deeply into her blue
eyes.

“And what part would that be?” I teased.
She raised her leg and put it over mine, and then she reached



down and took hold of my penis, giving it a tug.
“Ohhh! Careful, he’s sensitive.”
“I think he can take it,” Neela said, kissing my lips. “He’s quite

durable from what I’ve seen.”
I slipped my arms around her, holding her warm body close.
“I’m gonna miss you too,” I said. “All of you. But I’m sure I’ll get

back here some time. I have work in the area every now and then. We
can see each other. If you’d like.”

She stared at me for some time, then smiled, kissing my lips with
her eyes open.

“I’d like that very much, Derrick,” she said. “No strings, but an
open invitation. Emphasis on open.”

I grinned and squeezed her.
“You’re being a bad girl,” I told her. “Means I’m probably gonna

have to be firm with you. Very firm.”
Neela was giggling and pushed me onto my back, rolling on top of

me and looking down into my eyes as she sat up and straddled my
lower body, her thighs pressing against mine.

“I like you firm, baby,” she played. “And I’m gonna do all I can to
make you that way again.”

And then she did.
And I let her.
Regretting not one second of it.
I don’t believe she had any regrets either.
Hard to tell with all the mutual screaming and shouting going on.

Felt kind of sorry for her neighbors, but not really. Neela Ryman was
an incredible woman and I was very happy we had found each other
again after all this time, even if it was only for a little while.

The next morning I said good bye to Neela and headed for the
airport with Rod, saying good bye to him as he boarded a plane back to
Lake Charles, via Houston. Then I walked over to the Delta Airlines
counter, not having a clue as to where I would go next.

I so like surprises. As long as they don’t involve guns or bombs; or
sharp blades for that matter.



Chapter 7

Fort Lauderdale/Hollywood, Florida
 

My initial journey after leaving Dallas had taken me out west to
Oregon. I’d never been there before and decided to see what, if
anything, I had been missing. It was beautiful country, a hell of a lot
cleaner than some places I had visited, and relatively peaceful. Still,
after less than a couple of weeks I was ready to move on.

I went down to California for a while. A week in San Francisco,
seeing things that I had never gotten a chance to on my other trips out
there because I had been working. This time I discovered many of the
things that some other people I knew kept telling me were so great
about the city, even got to visit China Town, and had some fairly
spectacular Chinese and Thai food; first time for the latter. Not bad at
all.

Next it was down to Southern California, mainly Orange County.
Unfortunately for me it rained most of the time I was there and the
trip was a bust for the most part, but there is something to be said for
seeing Orange County in the rain. That is, until the roads start to flood
and the mud starts sliding. They really need to do something about the
sewer system out there.

I wasn’t sure where I wanted to head next and spent some time in
my hotel room staring at a map. Maybe a trip out of the country, south
of the border. I had my passport. But as I thought about it I decided to
stay domestic. I didn’t speak Spanish and didn’t think my German and
Hebrew would do me much good. Of course, there was always
Germany and Israel, but I nixed that idea as well. My German and
Hebrew weren’t all that good.

Domestic.
But where to?
After a while I started closing my eyes and letting my finger drop

to the map and see what the results were once I reopened my eyes.



Most of the places were places I had been to, and some I never wanted
to return to. Charleston, West Virginia appealed to me, especially that
Hooters that Rod and I had spent so much time at once before, but I
knew better. You can’t go home again. The place would have changed;
the same girls wouldn’t be there. Hopefully. And Rod wouldn’t be with
me. No, best to keep the memories as they were.

Then my finger landed on South Florida, Miami to be precise. I’d
spent a lot of time in this area, actually was stationed down there on
temporary duty for nearly year back in the early ‘90’s. From time to
time I had jobs that took me back there but I never got to do much
sightseeing. And right now, according to the Weather Channel, the
weather was perfect, another mild hurricane season. I thought what
the hell, called Delta Airlines and booked a flight, then found a hotel
and made a reservation. Next day I was on a plane.

It was the third week in September. I’d been in Florida a week and
a half, staying in a twenty-eighth floor room in the Westin Diplomat
Hotel and Spa in the Fort Lauderdale/Hollywood area. A place I had
stayed several times in the past when I was working. Thankfully,
because the manager remembered me, I got a discount on my room.
Christ was that place expensive, but it was very nice, and while I was
on inactive status I intended to enjoy myself to the fullest. So it would
not be any Motel 6’s or Super 8’s. First class travel and
accommodations all the way. I’d been saving my money for years,
might as well spend a little of it now. Plenty left in savings and other
places. And hell, I wasn’t married, no kids, no one special in my life,
who else was I gonna spend it on?

I was down in Bal Harbor having lunch in a place called the Island
Café, right on the water with an excellent view of the bay, and of a lot
of bikinis and tans. Even as fall took over from summer you could still
see a lot of skin down here, as long as the weather held, and today was
a particularly pretty day. It amazed me somewhat that I was actually
noticing things like that. Usually the only concern weather had for me
was so I’d know how to dress and still be able to conceal my weapons
and other operational equipment. But now those were not concerns of
mine, and I was quite enjoying that.

In fact, for the first time in almost twenty years, I actually have on



a pair of shorts. A couple days after I got here I was walking down on
the beach in back of the Diplomat wearing jeans and everywhere I
looked I was the only one with his legs covered, and suddenly I also
realized how much I was sweating. So I decided to rectify that, going
back into the hotel and checking out some of the shops. However,
seeing the prices on some of the items, my cheap side resurfaced and I
decided to see if I could find a Wal-Mart somewhere close. K-Mart
instead, and I found a couple pairs of shorts in my size for under five
bucks a piece. They were loose and comfortable and had pockets in
them. So I could carry my wallet and other essentials. It took me a day
to get used to wearing them, realizing that my legs were a lot better
than I had given them credit for, as apparently a number of females
believed because I caught more than one of them checking me out.
That made me laugh.

So here I was today, Wednesday, sitting at a table by the window
having a seafood salad and sipping lemonade and doing nothing
special other than looking out the window and seeing how pretty the
day was and how healthy and alive everybody outside appeared.
Maybe this place really is paradise. Sure is a hell of a lot different than
I remember from my other times here, even when I was stationed
down here. I guess your perspective all depends on what you’re doing
at the time, and right now I’m not doing a damn thing.

The waiter came over and asked if I wanted anything else and I
told him no, I was just fine. He smiled and walked off to check on
another of his tables. I chewed another mouthful of salad and looked
around the restaurant. It was only half full but busy. I’d seen a number
of people come in and place takeout orders, probably choosing to go
out on the beach and eat at one of the umbrella tables that you could
rent for some exorbitant price. I liked eating indoors, no wind, sand,
or insects to deal with; and no sunburn.

By one-thirty the indoor crowd started to pick up and I asked for
my check, paying it and leaving a good tip for the waiter, he’d earned
it. Outside, I slipped on my dark shades and had a look around the
boardwalk for a while, strolling for about a half mile before deciding to
turn back and get my rental car in the restaurant’s parking lot. Before I
turned around, out of the corner of my eye I noticed what appeared to



be a fashion shoot taking place on the sand down the left side of the
boardwalk, several women in bathing suits and other outfits, several
people with cameras and other equipment, some pieces that I couldn’t
identify. I decided not to head back just yet, moving further down the
boardwalk to have a look. It wasn’t like I had any place else to be any
time soon.

I leaned on the rail once I was parallel to the group down on the
beach, watching some others stroll past and glance sideways as well,
mostly the guys, and they were really looking hard. I smiled, and kept
looking myself.

At the moment there was a very attractive brown skinned woman
with an ample chest and short reddish-brown hair kneeling on the
sand between two screens that I supposed were blocking out the sun
and redirecting the light. The woman seemed older than you’d expect
for a swimsuit model. She was beautiful nonetheless, but I could tell
she was at least in her late thirties, if not older. Not that I was
complaining. She had on a black two-piece that her body did wonders
for. She was incredible.

As I continued to watch, two photographers moved in and started
taking her picture, telling her to move this way and that, and she
complied with effortless grace, her expression never changing.

After about five minutes I glanced around to see who was close to
me, to make sure no one thought I was overly strange to be standing
and staring as I was. All I found were other people, mostly men,
watching the photo shoot. So I turned back, and when I did I received
a fairly significant shock.

The attractive black woman was still on the sand, now kneeling
upright with her arms crossed underneath her huge breasts, but now
she had been joined by another woman. This one a very fair redhead
with curly, shoulder length hair and wearing some kind of shawl over
her shoulders. The color was turquoise I believe, and it matched the
color of the bathing suit she had on underneath, a one piece, perfectly
fitting her slender frame.

The redhead knelt down to the left of the other woman, one knee
in the sand, leaning over and resting an elbow on the other. The black
woman then leaned over and put an arm on the redhead’s shoulder



and they moved the sides of their faces together, their cheeks touching.
Now the photographers moved in and snapped more pictures.

I was no longer looking at the black woman; it was the redhead
that had my full attention, and not because of the outfit she was
wearing, or because of the provocative pose she and the other woman
had assumed. No, it was because I knew the redhead. Or at least I used
to. Quite a long time ago, when we were both doing something
completely different. She a lot more so.

I was smiling now, remembering so many years back.
“My god, Deana Eddington,” I whispered to myself, watching as

the women changed positions once more. “Looks like you finally made
it, girl. Good for you.”

The fashion shoot continued and I continued to watch, trying to
think up a way to contact Deana without it seeming like I was some
kind of stalker. It probably wouldn’t hurt if I stopped staring at her
like a stalker right now. Probably too late. But I’m a resourceful guy,
I’m sure something will occur to me eventually.

More models stepped into the scene and more photos were taken
as positions shifted. After about an hour of watching I decided that it
was time to move on. So far I still hadn’t come up with a clever way to
make an approach to the model I used to know from another life.
Other than the direct approach. This might be the one time that
something like that was not the best route.

So I’d have to come up with something else.
As I returned to my car I was still smiling, my mind now full of old

memories, most of them happy, one or two incredibly erotic.



Chapter 8

She wasn’t in any phonebook I looked in, which wasn’t surprising.
A lot of people weren’t listed these days, especially people in the
entertainment field. And that was assuming she was still going by her
given name, the name I had known her by in the past. It had been
quite a while since we had last seen each other. I was a first lieutenant
in the Air Force at the time, and Deana was a junior secretary to a two
star admiral in the Navy.

My next recourse was to go online. These days you can find almost
anything in cyberspace. I found several Deana Eddington’s there, and
one was listed as an actress who lived in South Florida. I clicked on
and found pictures. It was her. Once again I smiled.

Deana Margarita Eddington, 38 years old. Professional actress
and model living in Hollywood, Florida. Single, loves little dogs and
birds, and is very involved in environmental causes. Sounds like the
Deana I knew, for the most part.

There is an extensive photo catalogue on the site and I spent
considerable time staring at it, looking at credits from the various
small movie and television roles she’s had over the years. No mention
of her previous life or employment with the Defense Department. Not
surprising.

I read on, checking additional links and finding more things of
interest until finally I had read it all. There was no address listed for
her, of course, but I did have a few leads, not the least of which was the
name of one of the modeling agencies for which she was supposed to
have worked. I found them listed online, address and telephone
number, a place in South Beach. The Excelsior Group, one of the
largest in the state. Despite this information, I was still not all that
close to getting in touch with Deana. Chances were good that Excelsior
wouldn’t be willing to give me her phone number or address, knowing



how prone models and actresses were to being stalking targets. But
this was a good start. I had a place to look.

Years ago while still in the Air Force I had been a pretty good
investigator, although I preferred the protective and operational side
of things. Still, I had some skills, and now I’d put them to use and find
an old friend.

As I started looking back through the photos of Deana on the web
I saw something interesting. Another familiar face. The light skinned
black woman Deana had been with on the beach today. Name: Leisa
Saxon, also a model-actress and works for Excelsior. I decided to look
her up and learned that she was forty-one, a bit old for a model, and
unusual for one to give her actual age. As a matter of fact, both she and
Deana were older than the average model, their looks not
withstanding. Maybe that’s why they still worked in the industry. Their
beauty was undeniable.

I spent some time perusing Ms. Saxon’s pages, and her
photographs, and found myself quite attracted to this woman whom I
had never met and only saw in person one time. Perhaps if I managed
to get in contact with Deana I’d get to meet Leisa as well.

I was using one of the computers in the business center of the
Diplomat and thought that I’d been on long enough. After deleting my
research, I went offline and stood up, glancing around and seeing
three of the other five computers being used by others. None of them
appeared to even notice me so I took my leave, checking my watch and
realizing that it was nearly six in the evening. I’d be hungry in another
hour or so. Perhaps I’d go change into workout clothes and go for a
run on the beach first, work up a sweat.

I’d sleep on the information I’d obtained about Deana Eddington
tonight, maybe wake up with a fresh perspective tomorrow. It was
funny. I was supposed to be inactive, on a vacation of sorts, but here I
found myself once again on a mission. The only difference this time
was that the end result for me might be quite pleasant. For a whole
variety of reasons.

Funny how it never really occurred to me that Deana might not
want to see me. Surely that wouldn’t be the case.

Not the Deana Eddington I remembered.



But was that the same woman I saw on the beach today?
Only one way to find out.



Chapter 9

It took me until Friday before I came up with a way. And actually
it wasn’t anything I thought of. Thursday night I was checking out
some more websites and found one that listed a schedule for Excelsior
photo shoots around the Miami area. The site was nice enough to list
the names of the models that would be featured and the times they
were expected to be on the shoot. How convenient. From a security
standpoint it was idiotic. Just what a stalker would need. If I were
working for Excelsior I’d have to advise them to change this practice.
Maybe I’d pass this suggestion on to them; but after I found Deana,
and maybe Leisa Saxon. And why the hell did I care? I wasn’t working
now. I was inactive. Sort of.

So now here I was at one in the afternoon on Friday, sitting in the
bar at the Savoy Hotel in South Beach sipping my third ginger ale and
staring out the south window at the photo shoot taking place out on
the beach. The bartender’s giving me dirty looks because I’m not
ordering anything alcoholic and more expensive, but I don’t care. As
long as I order something he can’t say anything.

I turned sideways and had another glance. From where I am I
can’t see too much because the photographers and their assistants
have the screens up and they’re blocking my view. But I have already
verified that both Deana and Leisa are out there, and both wearing
bathing suits, along with every other woman on the shoot. Nice.

I had another ginger ale, then got up and walked to an empty table
in the back of the bar, sitting down and stretching out my legs. The bar
was only about a quarter full at the moment, and everyone who was
there was dressed in shorts or short skirts, mostly younger than me,
full of life and excitement, enjoying being in South Florida. I was
enjoying being here too. Especially today.

After finishing my soda I got up and left the bar, strolling around



the first floor for a while, checking out the shops, glancing out the
windows, and finally made my way out to the courtyard out back,
finding an empty lounger and having a seat, adjusting my shades as I
casually observed the photo shoot about a hundred yards away,
something that many of the others out here were doing as well. Now I
had a clear view of everything, and spotted Deana Eddington at once,
and the bodacious Leisa Saxon. They were both off to the side now,
sipping from bottles of water and talking. I noticed that both women
had on glasses, not shades. I knew that Deana wore glasses, was
actually legally blind in her left eye due to an incident with her mother
earlier in her life. But it also appeared that Leisa wore them as well.
From my vantage point the eyewear did nothing to diminish the
beauty of these two women.

An hour went by and I got up and took another walk, not wanting
it to appear that I was too interested in the shoot or the ladies, which,
obviously, I was. When I got back I found another lounger to sit on
and spent some time staring out at the water and the people out there
swimming. Every now and then I’d glance back at the other scene on
the beach, seeing other models being photographed by the
photographers, and then it was time for Deana and Leisa to return.
Now I turned and faced that way, trying to be a surreptitious as
possible in my observations, and probably not doing too well.

They really were very good together, comfortable in one another’s
presence, neither seeming threatened by the other’s beauty. An odd
thought occurred to me then. Could Deana be a lesbian now? It had
been a long time. Still, I thought it highly unlikely. When I had known
her she was very much into men; very much.

Oh well, I’d find out soon enough.
I watched some more.
And some more.
Then it started to look like things were getting taken down and

packed away. The models began covering up and collecting their
purses. My bet was that they’d go in the hotel to clean up and change
before leaving. Now it was time for me to move back inside and put my
plan, such as it was, into action.

Grinning to myself, I stood and stretched, casually glancing down



at the beach once more. Then I walked back inside the hotel.



Chapter 10

Apparently Excelsior had reserved a couple of rooms at the Savoy
for the models to use as changing rooms. They went upstairs and I
picked a chair in the little lounge area diagonally across from the
elevator bank, kicked back once again, apparently oblivious to
everything and everyone around me. However, inside I was a little
nervous.

After about twenty minutes some of the other models started
coming down, but not Deana, or Leisa Saxon for that matter. So I
continued to wait, continued to be casual, or at least to do a good job
of faking it.

Then at the thirty-one minute mark the elevators opened again
and more models stepped off. I waited, and at last Deana Eddington
walked out, followed by Leisa Saxon, both dressed in blue jeans and
pullover short sleeve tops. They were talking animatedly, large
shoulder bags clinging to their sides. It was now or never, I thought,
standing and taking a deep breath.

The trick to making an intentional meeting seem accidental is
timing. You had to intercept your target at just the right moment and
it had to seem as natural as possible, no hint of preplanning or staging.
I was looking off to my right, my right hand in my pocket, my pace
slow and easy, apparently oblivious to the bevy of beautiful women
approaching from my left. Then I stopped and looked around a little,
making a decision, turning left to continue, but not turning my head
first, and walked right into one of the younger models.

Profuse apologies followed, and I told the young woman how sorry
I was, that I was a klutz and should have been paying more attention
to where I was going. For her part the young blond model was
gracious, saying that she should have done the same. She smiled and
told me not to worry. I smiled in return and was just about to say



something to her when I glanced over and saw Deana Eddington,
about five seconds after she had seen me. We stared at each other for a
long moment, curious expressions on both our faces behind our
shades. Then Deana took hers off, cocking her head to the side, a very
familiar mannerism of hers that I remembered well.

“Do I know you?” she said in a soft voice.
I removed my shades and stared back at her for an appropriate

length of time, and then I smiled.
“My god,” I said. “Dee? Deana Eddington?”
She smiled now and stepped over to me.
“Derrick?” she said with a wide grin, opening her arms to me.

“Derrick Olin, my god it’s been years!”
We embraced fiercely, everyone else around us completely

forgotten as we hugged for a long time. She felt great. Even better than
I remembered. Hell, she even smelled great too. I didn’t know what
perfume she was wearing, or if it was the soap she was using,
whatever, it was her scent and it was intoxicating to me.

I was the first to pull back, looking down into Dee’s light brown
eyes. Despite the years she was still as I remembered her, as beautiful
as I remembered, and at once I was filled with total joy.

“You are even more beautiful now,” I told her. “After all this time.”
She shook her head, smiling.
“And you’ve shaved your head,” she said. “Not that your hair was

ever all that long back then. And the goatee is a nice touch, even if
there are hints of gray here and there. You look great too, Derrick.”

We stood very close for another minute or so, just looking into
each other’s eyes, and then all at once we realized where we were and
that we were surrounded by a group of people who were staring at us
oddly.

Dee glanced around and laughed, then she introduced me to
everyone, Leisa Saxon included. I shook all of their hands in turn and
each of the women told me their names, and I probably wouldn’t
remember any of them besides Leisa.

“So what are you doing here?” Dee asked, now standing with her
hands down in front of her, staring up at me. She’s about five-six, four
inches shorter than me, so she has to look up just a bit to look into my



eyes when she’s standing so close. “Do you live here in Miami or are
you just visiting, vacation or something?”

“Visiting,” I told her. “And now I’m glad I did. I got to run into
you.”

Dee nodded, still smiling. God how I had missed that smile, and
that face, not to mention that lithe little body of hers.

“I’m glad of that too. We have so much to talk about and to catch
up on. Are you staying here at the Savoy?”

“No,” I told her. “The Diplomat up in Fort Lauderdale.”
“Really?” she said. “That’s perfect. I live in Hollywood not far from

the Diplomat.” She paused and checked her watch, then glanced at
Leisa Saxon before returning her gaze to me. “I’ve got to be some place
in about twenty minutes, Derrick, but I really want to spend some time
with you and catch up. Can we have dinner tonight or something?”

“Sure,” I told her. “I’d love that. Can I pick you up?”
“Nah,” she said. “Since you’re at the Diplomat it’ll be better if I

just come there. I’ll have the desk ring your room when I get there. Say
around eight?”

“Sounds good,” I said, reaching out and touching her shoulder.
“I’ll be waiting.”

Deana Eddington smiled widely again and once again put her
arms around my neck, hugging me tightly. I returned the embrace and
we held on to one another for quite a while before separating.

“I’ll see you tonight,” she said, then stepped away.
I stood watching as they all walked out of the revolving doors at

the front of the hotel, Leisa and Dee standing the closest and
apparently talking. Just before she left the building Dee turned and
waved, and I returned it.

Mission accomplished.
Now to plan the next phase.
Once again I had to remind myself that I was supposed to be

inactive and should stop conducting my personal life like it was an
operation. Then I reminded myself that if I hadn’t used my operational
skills to arrange this accidental meeting with Dee I’d be having dinner
alone tonight.

Point taken.



So I’d head back to my hotel and check out restaurants in the local
vicinity. It was supposed to be a good night weather-wise and there
were scores of places to eat close by my hotel. Maybe Dee and I could
walk to one, take a nice casual stroll. Then see where the night led
after that.



Chapter 11

When I got back to the Diplomat it was just after four p.m. At least
four hours before Dee was due to arrive, assuming she was on time.
She had been notorious for her lack of punctuality when I’d known her
years earlier. But maybe that had changed. Maybe. Either way it didn’t
matter. Whenever she showed up was fine with me, as long as she
showed up.

As soon as I got up to my room I was pleased to find that
housekeeping had already been in and done the room. Some days they
were later than others and had come as late as five in the afternoon. I
walked over to the sliding glass door and unlocked it, pulling it open,
careful as I stepped outside not to trip on the two inch high separator
as I did half the time.

I had a balcony that wrapped all the way around the exterior of my
room from the beach side to the street side of the building. I could
walk the length and see pretty much everything. The view was
spectacular day or night; the only problem was it was a bit windy out
here. Still, it didn’t diminish the setting.

I went over and leaned on the rail overlooking the beach, staring
down twenty-eight floors to the sand and water. From what I could see
it was really crowded down there, lots of bathing suits and bare skin.
People sitting in loungers sipping drinks, some lying on towels on the
sand, others out in the water swimming and playing. Everything you’d
expect people to be doing in South Florida.

After about ten minutes I went back inside and changed into gym
clothes, then went down to the gym and spent forty-five minutes
working up a good sweat, working my muscles to near fatigue. When I
returned to my room at five I ran a hot bath in the large sunken tub in
the very large bathroom, then climbed inside and relaxed, reading a
few chapters of a novel I’d picked up in the drug store the other day. It



was by Robert B. Parker, probably my all-time favorite writer. I could
have finished the book in the tub but decided to save a little for later.
Parker had perfected the art of writing a truly quick-read novel and
most of them could be read in a single sitting if you had the time.
However, I liked to savor the process of reading, taking my time to
enjoy every discovery, every twist and bit of intrigue. It didn’t matter
that I usually figured out the endings halfway before I got to them, I
just really loved the read. Only about forty pages to go. Then I’ll have
to buy another. Maybe not. Depending on how things worked out with
Dee.

After getting out of the tub, I slipped into one of the large and very
comfortable terrycloth robes that the hotel provides for its guests’ in-
room use ($95.00 bucks charged to your credit card if you walk off
with it), sat down at the desk by the window, and opened the guest
services directory, looking at the restaurant section. There was a whole
list of places near and far, all highly recommended for dining pleasure.
Some were fancy, some not. Tonight I was not in the mood for fancy,
and I was betting that Dee wasn’t either. She was a woman of simple
tastes, or had been before. Hopefully that hadn’t changed. I’d take the
risk.

On the second page of the list a name caught my eye. Padrino’s. A
Cuban place over on East Hallandale Beach Boulevard, less than a
couple of miles from the Diplomat. I’d eaten there a couple times when
down here before on business. The food was very good and the place
was anything but fancy. Close and kind of homey. Good atmosphere
and friendly staff too. Perhaps Dee would like it, maybe had eaten
there herself since she lived in the area. My first choice. But it was
good to have a couple of backups, just in case. Another ten minutes
and I had those selections as well.

The time was a quarter to seven when I closed the guest services
directory. Time to start getting dressed. In all likelihood Dee would be
late, but it was always possible that she might be early too. Didn’t want
her to have to wait on me.

I smiled as I stood and took off my robe, glancing briefly out the
window. Maybe it would suit her right to have to wait on me.
Turnabout for all those times I showed up on time and had to wait a



half hour or more for her to get ready.
But I wouldn’t do that. I did have to make a quick decision though,

and that made me laugh too.
What to wear?
Dress to impress or be myself?
Of course, being myself was impressive enough.
Yeah, right.
After a few minutes I pulled out a pair of pressed blue jeans and a

black button-down long sleeve shirt. Good enough.
Then I started to get dressed.



Chapter 12

Padrino’s it was. Dee said that she had eaten there plenty of times
before and loved the food and the atmosphere, and she was fine with
us going there tonight. And she only arrived five minutes late. A
personal best.

Since the restaurant was almost two miles from the hotel, I opted
to drive us over in my rental car, no sense in being all sweaty during
dinner. I had booked a reservation and it was a good thing too, the
place was packed. Even with the reservation we had to wait fifteen
minutes before getting a table. Actually a booth along the left wall
across from the row of windows that looked out onto the side parking
lot. Our waitress was named Imelda and she spoke with a slight
accent, but her English was perfectly understandable; however Dee
spoke fluent Spanish and often conversed with the young woman in
her native tongue. I didn’t feel too left out, and oddly understood
about every fifth word.

To start off, Dee ordered a large Margarita, attempting entice me
into having one, but I declined, opting instead for fruit punch. Imelda
looked at me peculiarly for a few moments, and then smiled. She went
away to get our drinks and Dee and I opened our menus.

I glanced across the table at her and smiled. She really was very
beautiful, I kept thinking, even more so than I had remembered. She
had aged, there was no doubt of that, but had done so naturally and
with grace. It probably had a lot to do with her genetics. No matter,
whatever the reason, Deana Eddington was still quite something.

She glanced up and caught me looking at her, smiling as she
reached up to adjust her glasses, pushing them back on her small nose
with a single finger.

“What are you staring at?” she teased.
“A very beautiful woman,” I responded.



She smiled and leaned forward on the table, letting me have a
glance down the front of the dark blue dress she was wearing. Dee had
small breasts, but knew how to maximize them in the clothes she wore.
The outcome was quite effective. I now stared into her eyes as she
stared into mine.

“It is so good to see you again, Derrick,” she said. “After all this
time. What is it now? Twelve years?”

“More like thirteen,” I told her. “Closer to fourteen.”
“God,” she said, shaking her head. And then Imelda came back

with our drinks. We still weren’t ready to order our meals so she left us
alone for a few more minutes. “Fourteen years. That’s amazing. And
we run into each other like this, by accident. When I saw you in the
lobby of the Savoy today I was so shocked, I recognized you almost
immediately but still couldn’t believe it. Despite the changes, I knew it
was you.”

“Well you still look the same,” I told her, taking a sip of my juice.
“Hair’s still curly; you’re still just as slender and sexy as ever. Me, I put
on about fifteen pounds or more since I left the service, shaved my
head, and grew this fuzz on my face, which is going gray.”

Dee chuckled, running her finger along the top of her Margarita
glass.

“And you’re still as sexy as you were back then, Derrick Olin, and
you know it.”

I smiled.
“Well you do wear glasses,” I told her. “And your vision has

obviously gotten worse.”
Dee laughed, licking the salt from the rim of the glass off of her

finger. Then she took a drink, smiling.
“This is really good,” she said, then had another sip. We looked at

our menus, made our selections, and then signaled Imelda that we
were ready to order. Once that was done, Dee took another large swig
of her Margarita, eyeing me the whole time.

“So, tell me what you’ve been up to since we last saw each other.
Obviously you aren’t still in the Air Force. You stay with the
government or go private?”

“Private,” I told her, then gave her a brief rundown of my life over



the past decade and a half, realizing as I spoke how truly boring I
really was, at least to me. Dee seemed fascinated. When I finished she
sat back nodding.

“Well it sounds like you ended up right where you wanted to be,”
she said. “Very impressive and good for you.”

“I’d call your life the impressive one, my friend,” I said, setting my
now empty glass back down on the table. “Last time I saw you you
were working as a secretary to an asshole of a Navy admiral and not all
that happy about it. You had started acting classes and had a lot of
dreams, but now you’ve obviously come a long way, baby. Model,
actress, and from what I read on the internet, quite the environmental
activist, complete with arrest record.”

Dee tilted her head.
“You looked me up on the internet?”
“Yeah,” I told her. “This afternoon,” I lied. “When I got back to the

hotel. Wanted to see if I could find out about you, your career and all.
And I really was impressed.”

“You know the internet is making privacy a thing of the past,” Dee
said, leaning forward on the table once again. “Makes life for stalkers a
hell of a lot easier though. So what did you learn?”

“Just general stuff really,” I said. “Nothing too intimate. Mostly
stuff about your career and activism. Did find that you weren’t
married. At least not now.”

Dee smiled.
“Funny,” she said. “Yes, I was married. Twice. Neither worked out.

But I had fun while they lasted. Both good guys. Just lousy husbands.
And I’m sure I wasn’t the greatest of wives. So what about you? Some
woman ever make an honest man out of you?”

I chuckled.
“Afraid not. Marriage was never something I wanted, knew I

wasn’t cut out for it. So I avoided it like the plague.”
Dee laughed.
“Wish I had realized that I wasn’t cut out for it and avoided it

myself. Could have saved a lot of people a lot of heart ache. Any kids?”
I shook my head.
“Nope,” I told her.



“Me either,” she said. “Thank god for small blessings. I like kids,
really, but with the track record of my family, I know that having them
is probably not a good idea.”

We sat in silence for a few moments and right before I picked up
the conversation, Imelda arrived with our meals. Everything looked
and smelled delicious and our mouths were watering. We stopped
talking for a while to enjoy our food.

“This shredded beef is just as good as I remembered,” I said,
swallowing a mouthful of a dish known as Picadillo, shredded ground
beef made with some kind of tangy sauce that wasn’t too spicy. “And
the fried bananas are good too.”

Dee nodded, swallowing some of her steamed rice.
“They really do a good job on the food here,” she told me. “I love

this place.”
“Me too,” I said. Then we ate in silence for a while. Imelda came

over to check on us and to replace our drinks.
“So you’re on vacation you said?”
“Kind of,” I responded, wiping my mouth with a napkin. “A few

months back I was working a job in Louisiana and got hurt. Took a
while to recover and when I did I decided to take some time off, go
inactive, as we say in my business. Do some traveling for myself for a
change. I was out west until about two weeks ago, and then decided to
give the Atlantic coast a try. And I’m glad I did now.”

“So am I,” Dee responded, setting down her fork and starting in on
her second Margarita. “And you look fine now. I can see some fading
scars on the right side of your face. Were you hurt badly?”

“Yeah,” I admitted, brief memories flashing through my head.
“Nothing vital was injured, but I hurt like hell for weeks afterwards.
But I’m feeling much better now.”

Dee grinned, remembering a joke from our time together when
that phrase, “But I’m feeling much better now”, had been used to
cheer up one or the other of us when we were feeling down. It was a
line from an old TV comedy called Night Court and it never failed to
make us laugh. She leaned across the table and touched the back of my
hand. I interlaced her fingers with mine and we stared into one
another’s eyes for a long time.



“I missed you, baby,” Dee finally said, squeezing my hand.
“I missed you too, sweetheart,” I said, feeling my throat tighten

slightly.
Dinner continued, as did the conversation, old memories being

brought up, laughter, joy, happiness, and a little sadness.
Afterwards we left the restaurant and drove around for a while,

and at midnight found ourselves up in Pompano Beach, shoes off,
walking along the surf. I had my arm around Dee’s shoulders and we
were walking in silence, enjoying the feel of the water washing up on
our feet. It was dark down by the water, but a quarter moon gave
enough light for us to see by. At least I could see pretty well.

At one point Dee stopped and turned toward me, looking up. I
glanced down and watched as she took off her glasses and hung them
down the front of her dress. Her arms moved up around my neck and I
slipped mine around her slender waist. Then we kissed for the first
time in nearly fourteen years and all the time that had passed seemed
to fade away.

That first kiss led to many others, and after a while we moved
further up the beach and found a quiet spot near a sand hill, sitting
down on the sand, and continuing to kiss.

“Ever make love in the moonlight on a beach?” Dee asked in a low
tone filled with yearning.

I didn’t speak, and it was no matter. She came into my arms and I
reached around behind her, tugging on the zipper of her dress. It came
down after a few hitches.

After that everything else was easy.



Chapter 13

Late Saturday morning I woke up in Dee’s bed in her condo on
South Surf Road in Hollywood. She was laying beside me, on her side,
back to me, her curly red hair covering the side of her face. I smiled as
I stretched, careful not to move about too much so as not to disturb
her. The clock on the bedside read eleven thirty-five. I never slept this
late. Of course, I didn’t get to bed until very late, probably around four
this morning, after Dee and I came back from the beach in Pompano,
showered together, and made love again (her words); and again.

It was like the years that had intervened had never happened. We
were just like we had been in our early twenties, wild and uninhibited.
It had been great. The only difference now was the fact that we weren’t
in our twenties, and despite all the enthusiasm, the flesh told the real
story, and this morning my body was telling me that I had overdone it
last night. But wasn’t that a good thing?

Smiling once more, I lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling,
taking a deep breath. Dee stirred beside me, moaning a little in her
sleep. She shifted around a little but did not wake up. Suddenly I
realized how badly I had to go to the bathroom so I eased out of bed
and as quietly as possible padded across the bedroom floor to the
bathroom and went inside and shut the door.

About five minutes later I came back out and found Dee sitting up
in bed, still looking sleepy, but smiling, the sheet pulled up to cover
her breasts.

“Well hello, sleepyhead,” I grinned.
“Hello yourself, naked man,” she said, staring at me. “I love

waking up and finding a naked black guy coming out of my bathroom.”
Chuckling, I walked back over to the bed and climbed in beside

her, turning and kissing her bare shoulder.
“And I love waking up next to a hot redhead with an insatiable



desire for constant sexual experimentation of the most depraved
kind.”

Dee shifted on her side and looked at me, leaning over to kiss my
lips.

“How you feeling this morning?”
“Worn out,” I told her honestly. “But fantastic too. Seems like over

the past fourteen years you’ve managed to pick up a trick or two, Ms.
Eddington.”

She grinned again and pressed her lips hard against mine.
“And so did you,” Dee said. “Fourteen years ago I don’t think you

would have been willing to… but last night you were an animal.”
“Easy to be with you,” I said, slipping my arms around her and

pulling her on top of me. We lay kissing for several minutes, our
passions retuning. And then she looked at me with that certain look,
that expression that drove all reason from my mind, and after that
there was nothing else to be said…

True to form, Dee didn’t keep much food in her place, so before I
could make us lunch I had to get dressed and run to the little store
down the street from her place. After that it took about a half hour for
me to whip up a chef’s salad and heat the wheat rolls I’d bought. The
one thing she did have was wine, quite a selection too. I’m not a
drinker myself, but on occasion I do imbibe just to be sociable.

Dee selected a Chardonnay and I accepted a glass. We ate at the
small dining table by the sliding glass doors that gave access to the
back deck. Outside the sun was shining brightly, the wind a little high,
but still a very pleasant day. And as you would expect, there were
plenty of bathing suits down on the beach, playing, having fun, and
being normal. However, I was quite happy to be right where I was,
sitting across from Deana Eddington and eating a pretty good meal,
even if I have to say so myself.

“I’d almost forgotten how good you were in the kitchen,” Dee said,
sipping her wine. “Among other places.”

“It’s just a salad and rolls, Dee,” I said. “Nothing fancy. At least
not until somebody goes shopping for real food.”

She smiled, setting her glass down.
“You know I don’t like to shop, at least not for food. Mostly I eat



out or order in. Only on those rare occasions when I feel like making a
mess do I even try to cook something, and usually then it’s just a big
pot of chili or soup.”

I finished my salad and gave the wine another sip. I really didn’t
have a taste for the stuff, and probably wouldn’t finish even one glass,
but sometimes you make compromises for friends.

“So when’s your next shoot?” I said.
“Not till Tuesday,” she responded. “Gotta go up to Orlando for a

few days. Be back on Friday. Can you stay here that long?”
“Sure,” I said. “Like I told you, I don’t really have any place to be

for a while. Nothing urgent to get to. Besides, I think I like it here in
South Florida. The food’s great, the weather’s perfect, and the
women…”

Dee grinned and had more wine.
“Well good,” she said. “Because I was kind of hoping you could

hang around a while.”
I stared into her eyes for a bit, and she did the same, then I

reached for my wine and had a bigger sip, doing my best not to frown.
“You know, maybe I could go up to Orlando and hang out,” I

suggested.
Dee seemed to consider this for a few moments, twirling her fork

around in her salad.
“You don’t have to do that,” she said. “I’m gonna be busy most of

the time and you’ll be on your own. We wouldn’t get to see much of
each other. No, I think it’s best that you stay here till I get back.
Okay?”

I nodded slowly, sensing something in her tone that for some
reason or other seemed to bother me a little, but I let it go.

“Sure. No problem. I’m sure I can find something to do here while
you’re gone. No big deal. When you get back maybe you and I can take
a trip somewhere.”

Now she smiled, leaning forward on the table, letting the front of
her robe gape open a little.

“And where did you have in mind, Mr. Olin?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” I said with a grin. “Maybe some place exotic.

How about the Caribbean? Maybe the Bahamas or the Virgin Islands.”



Now Dee was smiling widely.
“That sounds wonderful. You know I’m almost ashamed to say it

but the only time I get to any of those places is when I’m working.
Going over for a few days of pleasure would be great.”

“Good,” I said. “It’s settled then. I’ll make the arrangements while
you’re gone. Do you know what time you’ll be back Friday?”

“Not sure,” she said. “Probably some time after noon. Won’t be
late though.”

“Alright,” I said. “Want to try to leave that afternoon, late?”
She thought a minute.
“Why not? Sure. We can leave, say after six.”
I nodded.
“I’ll take care of it,” I told her.”
“Where are we going?” Dee asked.
“I’ll keep it a surprise,” I told her. “You know it’s the Caribbean,

but I’ll keep the final destination a secret until you get back.”
She pretended to pout, and then, when I wasn’t going for it, she

grinned.
“Okay then,” she said. “I won’t try to get it out of you. At least not

until we’re naked again.”
“Sounds like a challenge,” I teased.
“A promise,” she returned.
We finished our lunch and our wine—part of mine found itself

getting poured out in the sink—then spent a little time out on the deck.
Dee started pressing her side against mine suggestively as we leaned
on the railing, glancing over at me and grinning. I turned and took her
in my arms, leaning down to kiss her lips. She reached for my belt and
started undoing it.

Time to go back inside.
The condo and Dee.
Especially Dee!



Chapter 14

Monday afternoon I got back to my room at the Diplomat after
having lunch with Dee at a Chinese place down in South Beach not far
from the offices of the Excelsior Group. She had to meet with some
photographers and others at Excelsior about the shoot up in Orlando
that began tomorrow and that would probably take the rest of the day.
After she was done she would head home and get ready for our date
tonight. We were going to the Lobster Trap in Dania, just south of Fort
Lauder dale. I’d never eaten there but Dee told me it was really first-
rate, especially the lobster, which was good considering the name.

I’d just walked into my room and was kicking off my shoes when
my cell phone rang. Because of the personalized ring tone I knew
precisely who was calling.

Sitting down on the sofa just to the right of the sliding glass door, I
pulled my phone off my belt and answered it.

“Derrick’s House of Ill-Repute,” I said cheerfully. “Today’s specials
include…”

“Please don’t tell me,” Rod Riker said with a chuckle. “Don’t think
my heart could take it.”

I grinned.
“Hey, man, how you doing?” I said.
“I’m fine,” Rod said. “Just calling to see how you were. And what

you were up to. Back in Birmingham yet?”
“Nah,” I told him. “Actually I’ve been in South Florida the past

couple of weeks, going on three now.”
“Really,” Rod said. “Work or pleasure?”
“Pleasure,” I told him. “Especially after I ran into an old friend of

mine.” I spent a few minutes telling him about Dee.
“A model huh? Well, Mr. Olin, you are moving up in the world.

How come you never introduced her to me back then?”



“Because I didn’t know you back then,” I told him. “This was a
couple years before we met. I was working with some Navy people on a
fraud thing at the Pentagon, met Dee then. We had a brief thing.
Hadn’t see her in more than thirteen years. Then I spotted her last
week on the beach during a photo shoot. At first I wasn’t sure it was
her, and then I was.”

“You and your memory again,” Rod chided playfully. “First Neela
in Dallas and now this model.”

“Actually she’s not just a model,” I told him. “An actress too. Done
some film and TV work, some plays. Oh, did I mention she’s an
incredibly beautiful and sexy natural redhead?”

Rod snorted down the line.
“Yeah, be a prick, rub it in,” he told me, and then snickered.

“Sounds like you’re really enjoying yourself, Derrick. About how long
you figure you’re gonna stay down there? Or are you thinking about
moving there?”

“Probably not,” I told him. “It’s a great place to visit and kill some
time, but I’m not much for living here again. But I don’t mind coming
back from time to time to visit Dee. Don’t know right now. She’s gotta
go up to Orlando tomorrow and be gone till Friday. When she comes
back I’m taking her to the Caribbean for a few days. Maybe stay a week
longer once we get back. Then head home. Probably time to get back, I
imagine the work is piling up. Already got a couple of calls from my

client at Colonial Bank
[1]

. But right now I don’t want to think about
that. I’m enjoying myself too much.”

“Sounds like it,” Rod said. “And I’m glad. I think this inactive time
is exactly what you needed, although I was a little skeptical at first.
You sound good, how do you feel?”

“Fantastic,” I told him. “Fully recovered. No pain beyond the
normal; and I can do everything I used to do before the incident, just
as well. And I do mean everything.”

We both chuckled.
“I’m so glad to hear that,” Rod said. “And I’m sure your model-

actress friend is as well. You know some of us have been slaving our
asses off for the past couple of months, working hard, earning a living,



dealing with pain-in-the-butt clients, facing danger. Too bad we can’t
all meet up with an old friend-turned hot model and take them to the
Caribbean to lie on the beach and sip cold drinks.”

“Yes, it is a burden,” I told him with no trace of regret in my voice.
“But some of us have to take the hard things in life.”

“You’re a bastard, Derrick Olin,” he told me. “Good thing you’re a
friend of mine. Well you take care of yourself, and let me know when
you get back to Birmingham. If something comes up that I think you
might be right for should I give you a call?”

“You know me, Rod,” I told him, glancing to my right and staring
out the window as I heard a helicopter go by. “I don’t have the brains it
would take to be smart enough or afraid enough not to come back to
Lake Charles for another fun-filled assignment courtesy of Riker
Investigations & Security Services, LLC. Sure, you need me, call me.
Although I might just have to raise my rates.”

We both laughed again, and after a few minutes we said our good
byes.

I sat on the sofa for a few more minutes, thinking, then got up and
went to get undressed. First a workout, not too stressful. Since Dee
and I wouldn’t be seeing each other for a few days I was pretty sure I’d
get a more thorough and enjoyable and exhausting workout later
tonight.

Once the workout was complete I’d soak in the tub and finish that
Parker book I had been neglecting, and find out if I was right about the
ending, which I was sure I was.

After that I’d probably still have a couple of hours left before it was
time to drive up to Dee’s place to pick her up. But I was sure I could
find some way to kill the time. On balance, I am a very resourceful guy.

I was grinning as I stood in front of the closet and removed my
shirt. Yeah, and because of that ability I was now reunited with one of
the people I had missed most in my life, although I had not realized it
until very recently. Funny how life worked out. Sometimes things did
go your way.

And some times they went very wrong. Odd that thought should
occur to me now at one of the happiest moments in my life. But I
pushed it aside and started undoing my pants next.



Chapter 15

Dee’s place is only a few minutes north of the Diplomat so I left at
a quarter to eight, arriving in the parking lot of the condo complex at
five till. The sun was going down now but it was still pretty light out.
When I parked and got out of my car the breeze off the water hit me
and tempered the heat of the still upper eighties temperature. I
glanced around for a few seconds, watching some people down on the
beach walking dogs, lying on the sand, playing around. All seemed
right with the world.

Smiling and feeling good, I turned and walked inside the building,
passing some residents as they exited. I took the elevator up to the
fifth floor where Dee’s condo was located on the beach side at the back.
This evening I was dressed in khaki slacks, black slip-on shoes, and a
blue polo shirt. This was South Florida, if you could avoid a jacket you
did. And I wasn’t working so there was no need to carry a weapon.
That made me smile. For years, ever since I’d been an OSI agent, I had
never gone anywhere unarmed, not even on dates when I was off duty.
So walking around unarmed now was something new for me, but it felt
good. Largely. I had to admit, maybe I was a little uneasy. But the
thought of seeing Deana Eddington in a few moments instantly erased
all of that unease.

I turned the corner at the end of the main corridor and started
down to Dee’s unit, the smile on my face growing larger. Then I saw
her front door, it wasn’t closed, left slightly ajar. I shook my head and
smiled even more. No doubt Ms. Eddington was having a bit of fun,
teasing me.

I walked up to the door and put my ear to it carefully, listening
and hearing nothing. Straightening up, I cleared my throat.

“You know, a beautiful young woman living alone should know
better than to leave her door open. Anyone could walk in and accost



her, take advantage of her flexible little body.”
I was grinning widely as I pushed the door open and stepped

inside. All at once that grin faded, and my stomach started to sink.
Christ!
The place was a wreck. Furniture knocked over and broken, glass

shattered, papers tossed all about. Suddenly I was filled with a great
foreboding, frantically glancing all around.

“Dee!” I shouted urgently, moving further into the front room,
looking from side to side. “Dee! Dee, it’s Derrick! Are you here? Are
you alright?”

I took a deep breath, mentally forcing myself to once again
become a cold professional, a trained operator coming upon a scene
that needed to be assessed and investigated. The first priority was to
determine if whoever did this was still on the property, while at the
same time determining whether or not there was a victim. A hell of a
time to be unarmed, I told myself. But then again, even unarmed I
wasn’t exactly defenseless.

Crouching slightly, I started to check the condo room-by-room,
looking under any tables that had not been knocked over, checking all
closets and little spaces, looking for any signs of life. Or non-life, I
reminded myself. It was very possible that I would come across a body,
no matter how much I did not want to. So I prepared myself for that
possibility as I moved through each room. Living room and dining
area, kitchen, back deck, utility room with washer and dryer, even
checked inside both to just to make sure, and found myself quite
relieved when they contained nothing, especially no body; then I
moved on, continuing my careful and methodical search.

When I reached the bathroom I felt sweat dripping down the back
of my shirt, but resisted the urge to reach back and tug at the material.
I couldn’t afford to be distracted now. I was nearing the conclusion of
my search and so far I had found nothing—save for a lot of property
damage. That could very well change now as I searched the last two
remaining rooms. Either the place was empty or I’d find something
here.

Not in the bathroom though. It was empty. Under the sink
cabinet, in the small storage closet, and in Dee’s large walk-in shower.



For a brief moment I was hit by a twinge of guilt, remembering the two
showers I had shared with Dee in there, and then anger took over.
After that, with effort, my professional calm returned.

Now it was time to go into the bedroom.
I took another couple of seconds to brace and prepare myself. This

was it. In my gut I knew this was it.
And it was.
I found her in the bedroom.
This room had been wrecked pretty much the same as the front

had been. Knocked over furniture, broken mirrors, the closet doors
hanging off their hinges. The only difference here was the fact that the
crumpled body of Deana Eddington lay on its side on the far side of
the king sized bed by the window. She was naked, her body battered
and bruised from top to bottom. As I moved closer and knelt down I
could see that her face had taken a great deal of damage. Both her eyes
were swollen masses, her lips thick and twisted, bloody. Her whole
face was extremely puffy and deep purple, almost black.

Carefully, swallowing deeply, I checked for a pulse. As I did so I
felt my own racing inside me and had difficulty in my efforts. But
finally I found hers, faint, thread-like, but there. Once again I
breathed, standing and taking my cell phone out of my pocket, still
looking down at Dee.

I dialed 911 and when the operator came on I very quickly and
precisely told her that I needed an ambulance and the police sent to
the address of Dee’s condo. The operator was sharp, making sure she
had the address down before she asked me anymore questions.

In response I simply told her that a woman had been attacked
then hung up.

I was filled with rage and knew that very soon someone was going
to die in a very brutal and painful fashion. However my first priority
had to be taking care of Dee.

Moving over to the bed—the mattress had been shoved halfway to
the opposite side near the closet—I pulled off the half undone
comforter and brought it over to cover Dee. As a criminal investigator
I knew this was the wrong thing to do. In essence I was contaminating
a crime scene. But I wasn’t a criminal investigator right now. I was a



friend looking to comfort a friend who had been hurt.
Once she was covered I sat down beside her and gently touched

her arm, not certain if I was hurting her or not. She was unconscious,
thankfully, and hopefully she would not be feeling anything.

It was a little hard for me to look at her, but I made myself,
imprinting the images in my mind so that I could clearly recall them
later as I faced whoever was responsible for this. I would pull those
images up at that time, just before I did the same to them, with one
exception, of course. They would die when I was finished.

Ten minutes later I heard voices in the front room. The cops and
the paramedics probably. I hadn’t heard them approach, assuming
they used lights and sirens. Then I remembered something Dee had
said about this building the first night we’d spent together. Telling me
that we didn’t have to worry about disturbing the neighbors because
all the units were soundproofed. This probably explained why none of
her neighbors had heard her being attacked.

Shaking my head sadly, I called out to whoever was in the front
room and told them to hurry back here. The first person through the
door was a tall, powerfully built patrol cop from the Hollywood PD.
When he looked over and saw me, and then Dee, he stepped out of the
way quickly and let the paramedics through.

Reluctantly I moved back from her and let the medics do their
work.

A second Hollywood officer had entered the room by now, this one
a younger black female with short cropped hair. She and her partner
watched the medics work on Dee for a few moments then both of them
turned to me.

At that point the questioning began.



Chapter 16

Since Hollywood is small its police department is also small. So
when major crimes occur, such as murders, violent assaults, or high-
profile cases, they often get support and backup from the Broward
County Sheriff’s Office. The incident with Deana Eddington fit two of
the criteria and therefore it wasn’t too long before I was being
questioned by a detective from the Crimes Against Persons Section of
Broward’s Homicide Unit.

After stabilizing Dee the paramedics had quickly removed her
from the condo. However, before they left I managed to get them to
tell me how bad she was. And she was very bad, but they would not
know to what extent until they got her to the hospital and the doctors
had a chance to examine her. Aventura Medical Center was the closest
and it had a level-one trauma center so that’s where they would take
her. I knew that there was no way the cops were going to let me leave
just yet to be with her so I didn’t even try.

A forensics team had been sent for, along with detectives, and the
uniforms took me into the front room to wait. More uniformed officers
had arrived and were told to secure the hallway and start knocking on
doors to see if there were any witnesses who had heard or seen
anything.

I stood looking all around at the damage, remembering how
everything had looked when I’d been here earlier in the day, this
morning. Just about everything that could be broken had been. I
noticed the black female officer walking around, being careful not to
disturb anything. Her partner stood at the front door, sending a clear
signal to me that I should not try to leave. If he only knew how little he
actually intimidated me at the moment, but it was irrelevant. Right
now all I wanted to know was that Dee would be alright. The next
thing I wanted was to kill whoever had hurt her. I wanted that very,



very much.
It was a quarter to eleven now and I was at the Broward County

station on Hallandale Beach Boulevard three miles west of Padrino’s
Restaurant; we’d passed it on our way to the station. I was in an
interview room on the third floor of the four story stucco building.
Apparently the place had been recently renovated because the room
looked freshly painted and the table and chairs appeared barely
scratched and stained. Not that it mattered to me. An interview room
was an interview room.

Seated across from me was a lead detective from Crimes Against
Persons. Her name was Kellie Murphy. I put her age around late
thirties. Since she was a lead I suspected she’d been a cop at least
twelve years, maybe longer. And she was rather attractive, something
she attempted to downplay by using little makeup and wearing clothes
that attempted to disguise her figure; but she didn’t quite succeed. Her
long blond hair was tied back behind her head in a long ponytail at the
moment and I suspected this was usually the case when she was
working.

Detective Murphy cleared her throat as she stared down at her
notepad, tapping her pen absently against the side of the table. I sat
with my hands folded in front of me on the table, reminding myself to
remain calm and let the detective do her job. Had I been in her place—
and I had been on more than one occasion—I would be doing the exact
same things she was doing. However, this made me feel no less
frustrated.

“So you say Ms. Eddington was expecting you?” Detective Murphy
asked, glancing up at me once again.

“That is correct,” I responded, saying nothing more.
Detective Murphy waited, employing a trick that all cops the world

over used in an attempt to get a suspect to reveal more than he
intended. Be quiet, make him nervous, and see if he’ll say something
that will trip him up. Unfortunately for Detective Murphy, I had been
trained in the same techniques as she, and further, I wasn’t guilty of a
damn thing. Yet.

She waited some more.
I waited some more.



Finally, the detective nodded.
“You say you had a date with Ms. Eddington? Is that correct?”
“It is,” I replied tersely.
Again another pause and it was as successful as the previous.
“Mr. Olin, I get the feeling that you are holding something back,”

she said, her eyes never blinking.
Another ploy of investigators and one I would not be falling for

either.
“Detective,” I said calmly, my voice even, my eyes never leaving

hers. “I am sitting here as I have been for the past two hours
answering each question you put to me. I am doing this so that you can
learn all that I know, however limited, and then move on to finding out
who hurt my friend. I assure you, it was not me. And the quicker you
become convinced of that the quicker I can go and see her.”

Murphy pushed back in her chair and crossed her legs.
“You say you’ve known her about fifteen years?”
“Something like that,” I told her.
“You say you used to be in the Air Force and she was in the Navy?”
“She wasn’t in the Navy,” I corrected. “She worked for the Navy. A

civilian secretary. I was in the Air Force.”
“And you dated?” asked Detective Murphy.
“Yes,” I said.
“How long?”
“Not long.”
“I need a specific time frame, Mr. Olin,” Detective Murphy said,

showing signs of irritation. “Weeks, months..?”
“A couple of months,” I told her. “We had already known each

other for a few months when we started going out. We were mostly
friends.”

“But you were intimately involved?”
“Yes, Detective,” I told her patiently.
“And you hadn’t see each other in, what thirteen, fourteen years?”

she said. “And then out of the blue you run into each other down here
and hook up again? Kind of odd, don’t you think?”

“No, Detective,” I said evenly. “I don’t, since that is exactly what
happened. Dee and I hadn’t seen each other since I got transferred out



of D.C. nearly fourteen years ago. We spoke on the phone a couple of
times afterwards, a few cards here and there. But in the last thirteen
years nothing. The first time I laid eyes on her, as I have already told
you repeatedly, was last week when we ran into each other in the
Savoy down in South Beach. She was with a group of other models on
a shoot. I was there just sightseeing, and we bumped into each other.
Simple as that.”

“And then you started seeing each other?”
“That’s right, Detective. Despite the long separation, Dee and I

were very close once, and when we saw each other the other day a lot
of old feelings came back very quickly.”

Murphy nodded and made some notes on her pad.
“And you say you are a private security specialist back in

Birmingham, Alabama, is that correct?”
I nodded.
“Yes.”
“What company do you work for?”
“I don’t,” I told her. “I’m an independent contractor. I work for

myself.”
“I see,” Murphy said, making more notes. “How long have you

been doing that?”
“Since I left the Air Force,” I said. “About eight years.”
“And in the Air Force,” she said, glancing up at me. “What did you

do in the service?”
“I was a cop,” I told her flatly. “A Lead Special Agent in the Office

of Special Investigations.”
She stared at me for a few moments, slight astonishment rising in

her eyes, which she quickly covered, nodding.
“AFOSI, huh? Couple guys in my division used to do that in the

Air Force. Were you enlisted?”
“No,” I told her.
“An officer then,” she said. “How long?”
“Ten years in the Air Force, eight in OSI. I was a captain when I

left.”
“And after that you went private?” she said.
I nodded.



“Yes.”
“Why’d you leave?” she asked. “I mean, you already had ten years

under your belt. Another ten and you could have got some kind of
pension.”

“It was time,” I told her and said nothing else.
She looked at me for a few more moments, then nodded to herself

and made another note.
“Well since I know you used to be a cop I now know why you’ve

been so frustrating to interview. You know all the tricks. So I’ll stop
dicking around with you.”

“I’d appreciate that,” I told her.
“Yeah,” Murphy said, closing her notebook. “Look, you know how

this goes. We gotta interview everybody hard to find out what they
know, if they’re involved, if they had a motive, stuff like that. Truth is,
since you called it in and you were waiting there when the first cops
arrived, I had pretty much ruled you out. Plus we checked with the
hotel and they vouch for you not leaving until nearly eight. Got you on
video getting off the elevator in the lobby and out in the parking lot
when you got your car. Still, we had to check everything. You know as
well as I do a lot of assault cases against women, it’s the boyfriend,
husband, or lover who had something to do with it. And since you and
the victim are intimate…”

She held up a hand and I nodded.
“Yeah,” I said. “I know. Can you tell me have you heard anything

from the hospital yet?”
“A little while ago when I stepped out for a few minutes,” she said

to me. “Got an update from the hospital. She’s still unconscious,
they’re doing tests. For the time being she’s stable but they won’t know
much more until the tests and X-rays come back. She’s listed as
critical.” After a pause Detective Murphy added: “I’m sorry.”

I nodded, glancing around the room and over toward the window
behind me. It was dark out, and I could barely see the tree next to the
window.

“She doesn’t have any family down here,” I said to Murphy. “Her
dad and stepmother live up in Virginia somewhere I believe. And her
mom, it’s anybody’s guess.”



“Yeah,” Murphy said. “Another detective called the dad and
notified him. He will be flying down in the morning. He has no idea
where his ex is and I get the feeling he couldn’t care less. But we found
emergency contact information at her place. The person listed was a
Leisa Saxon.”

I nodded.
“Another model-actress,” I said. “Actually Dee was with Leisa the

other day at the Savoy when we ran into each other.”
“I see,” Murphy said. “Well Ms. Saxon said she was going over to

the hospital as soon as she found someone to watch her daughter.
She’s a single mother.”

“How long are you planning on keeping me here, Murphy?” I
asked calmly. “I’d like to get over to the hospital myself. I assume you
have police guards in place?”

“We do,” she answered the second part first. “Since we don’t yet
know what happened we’re going to make sure she is watched around
the clock. As for keeping you, it won’t be much longer. We just had to
check you out and get confirmation that you were elsewhere during
the time that we believe the attack took place.”

“When was that?” I asked.
“It’s a rough guess,” Murphy responded, shifting her notebook

around on the table. “But we believe it probably happened no more
than an hour before you found her. Some time after six. And from the
damage done to the place and to Ms. Eddington, it took a while. Do
you have any idea at all why someone would do something like this to
her?”

I shook my head.
“Believe me, I’ve been thinking about that since I found her. We

only got together last Friday, but honestly, she didn’t seem upset or
worried about anything, and never mentioned anything about feeling
afraid. Hell, she was supposed to go up to Orlando in the morning to
do a photo shoot. And Leisa Saxon was going too. I don’t know about
any enemies or anything. But she is a model and actress. Stalkers
would be a place I’d start. Obsessed fan or something of the like. I have
no idea. Unfortunately, I have to admit that I don’t know that much
about her life right now. We were just getting back together. When she



came back from Orlando we were going…”
I broke off and closed my eyes briefly; a sudden image of Dee’s

body on the floor of her bedroom filled my mind.
Murphy was quiet and when I opened my eyes again I could see

the look of sympathy on her face.
“We were going to the Caribbean when she got back at the end of

the week,” I finished. “I was going to surprise her with the destination
when she got back.”

“I’m having other detectives check our records and the Hollywood
PD’s to see if she filed any stalking complaints. We’ll also check with
her employer to see if there were any problems. She works for
Excelsior, right?”

“Yes,” I said. “Currently under a modeling contract. But she does
acting too. I don’t know if she has a manager or something. I guess
you’ll have to find out.”

“I will,” Murphy said, checking her watch. “Well, Mr. Olin, it’s
nearly eleven. I’m sure you’ll want to get over to the hospital to check
on your friend. I’m going to go check on the forensics team and see
what they’ve come up with. I’ll keep you in the loop as much as I can.
Since you too used to be a cop and all.”

“What do you have so far, Detective?” I asked abruptly, taking her
by surprise, as I had intended.

Murphy looked at me as she prepared to stand.
“You know I can’t really discuss an active case with a civilian, Mr.

Olin. I’m sorry. I know your friend was hurt and you want to make
sure we nail whoever did it, but I can’t tell you anything we have or
may learn. Not yet anyhow. I’m sorry.”

Murphy stood.
“I’ll get you a ride over to the hospital if you would like,” she said,

turning for the door.
I nodded, standing as well.
“Yeah,” I said. “Actually, if possible, I’d rather go back to Dee’s

place first and get my rental car.”
Murphy stared at me for a few moments before nodding.
“I’ll arrange it,” she said. “Just wait here and it will only be a few

minutes.”



I nodded, watching as she turned and left the interview room.
So far I had managed to keep my searing rage in check, remained

calmed and stayed cool. I had known that the cops would be less than
cooperative and really couldn’t blame them. Policies and procedures.
Just a job they had to do a certain way. Red tape and bureaucracy.
This is why I’m freelance now; at least in part.

And accordingly, very soon I would be conducting my own
investigation, finding my own suspects, and bringing about my own
brand of justice.

Mental notes: 1) Make sure Dee’s going to be okay. 2) Make sure
Dee is protected at all times. 3) Go back to my hotel and get my gear.
And 4) Make sure someone dies painfully.

That sounds like a pretty good list to me.
Five minutes or so later Detective Murphy returned with a dark

haired deputy whom she told me would drive me back to Dee’s condo
to get my car. I thanked her then followed the deputy out of the
interview room and around the corner to the elevators.



Chapter 17

I got to the hospital at eleven-thirty and went directly to the
Critical Care Unit where I knew Dee would have been taken. I found
Leisa Saxon in the waiting area across from the nurses’ station and as
soon as she saw me she stood up from the chair she’d been sitting in
and came directly over to me, her eyes still wet and red from crying.
Despite the late hour and all the stress that she was under, I had to
admit, she still looked pretty good. A part of me felt like a pig for even
noticing, but there it is.

“How is she?” I blurted, suddenly feeling fear rising in my gut.
“They haven’t told us much,” Leisa said in a cracking voice,

bringing a hand up to cover her mouth for a moment. “It’s bad. The
doctor said internal bleeding, severe fractures, some breaks. They also
think there could be brain damage.”

Leisa gasped abruptly and fell forward. I caught her and put an
arm around her, taking a deep breath to steady myself.

“God, what did they do to her?” she whispered. After a moment
she pushed back a little and looked at me. “They said you found her?”

I nodded.
“Yeah,” I said. “We were going out to dinner. When I got to her

place at eight I found the door open, her place wrecked. She was lying
in the bedroom on the floor. Still alive but…”

I trailed off, deciding that it was better not to finish that
statement.

“When’s the last time you spoke to a doctor about her?” I asked.
Leisa sniffled and wiped her eyes with the back of a knuckle.
“It’s been a while. We’ve been here since nine-thirty.”
I glanced over to where Leisa had been sitting and recognized

several of the women as models who had been with her and Dee when
we met in the Savoy the other day; and when I had seen them on the



beach that first time.
“I called them when I got the call from the police,” Leisa told me.

“We’re all her friends, her family. We figured we’d all get together and
wait.”

“Good idea,” I said, then remembered something. “So you were
able to find someone to stay with your daughter?”

“Yes,” Leisa told me, looking a little surprised that I knew about
her daughter.

“I took her over to my mom’s. She doesn’t live far from us. Christ
this is awful, Derrick. Truly. We were all planning on going up to
Orlando tomorrow, it’s a big shoot. Now…”

We were silent for a few moments and I removed my arm,
suddenly feeling a little too close. By nature I’m not a toucher, but
sometimes people need to be comforted and I make exceptions, in
particular when the one needing comfort is a beautiful woman.
Nevertheless, there are limits.

I glanced around and saw a nurse come down the hall wearing
surgical scrubs and walking over to the desk. I intercepted her.

“Excuse me, nurse,” I said. “We were wondering if there was news
on the condition of Deana Eddington.”

The nurse was a short Latino woman with large almond colored
eyes and a petite frame. She looked tired, like she’d been on shift for a
long time, and I could tell she probably wasn’t in the mood to deal
with me right now, but I didn’t care. She would have to.

The woman gave a sigh and leaned an arm against the desk at the
nurses’ station.

“Are you a relative, sir?” she asked.
“A friend,” I said. “Very close. I’m the one who found her in her

apartment after the attack.”
I could tell that the nurse had been preparing to tell me that she

couldn’t give out any information unless it was to a member of the
family, however, when she saw the expression in my eyes and heard
the tone in my voice, I saw her reconsider. Probably more to do with
the fact that I had told her I was the one who had found Dee rather
than her actually being intimidated by me. At least at the moment.

“Sir, I can’t tell you much. Dr. Lenton has arrived and is checking



Ms. Eddington now. Some tests have just come back and the doctor
will be ordering more. What I can tell you now is that despite the
extensive injuries, your friend is stable for the moment. Once Dr.
Lenton has had a chance to examine Ms. Eddington, I’m sure she will
come out herself and brief all of you. Does she have any immediate
family in the area?”

“No,” I said. “Her father lives in Virginia. He’s been notified and
will be flying down first thing in the morning. For right now we’re it.”

The nurse nodded, a sympathetic glint to her tired eyes.
“I understand. And I’ll tell the doctor. For right now all I can

advise is that you try to be patient and wait. This will not go quickly.”
I nodded, and sighed, something occurring to me.
“One more thing,” I said. “Dr. Lenton. What’s her specialty?”
“She’s a traumatic neurosurgeon,” the nurse told me, a hint of

pride and admiration in her voice. “One of the best in the state. I can
tell you this, your friend is in excellent hands. There is no one better
than Dr. Lenton when it comes to that field.”

I nodded slowly and the nurse turned to talk to another nurse
behind the desk. I turned back to Leisa and her face was grave,
understanding as I did the significance of a neurosurgeon being called
in.

Neither of us said anything, and a minute later we walked over to
the chairs and Leisa introduced me to everyone, at least half of them I
had never seen before, all of them women though. However, as I was
to discover, not all of them models. One was Anna Mesuda, a sallow-
skinned, dark-haired woman of about thirty-five who spoke perfect
English but I could tell was not native to the United States.

I took the only seat available, between Leisa and Anna, and we all
sat in companionable silence, each of us all thinking the same thing
and hoping very much that our friend would be alright.

Of course, I was thinking something else in addition to that.
Something quite dark and deadly; but it would keep for now.

Just then I saw a Broward County deputy walk from the opposite
direction of the corridor and suddenly remembered that Detective
Murphy had told me there would be protection at the hospital until
they knew what had happened to Dee and why. Watching this deputy,



I was not impressed. He looked tired and bored and much more
interested in the cute little green eyed nurse behind the desk than he
did in doing his job. For the moment it probably didn’t matter much
because Dee was being attended to by the medical staff in an
examining theater. But later, once she was moved, it would be
necessary to have more thorough security. Something told me this was
not a task that should be left solely in the hands of the Broward County
Sheriff’s Office.

One more thing to add to my list.



Chapter 18

“We met a couple years ago at a demonstration rally at the Port of
Miami,” Anna Mesuda was telling me. “Several freighters from a
Chinese company known to be one of the worst environmental
polluters in the world were being allowed to dock there and a group
called the Global Action Foundation organized a protest. Dee and I
were both there, and both got arrested together. Luckily I’m a lawyer
and the firm I work for is big on representing environmentalists; one
of the reasons I work for them.”

She chuckled a little and I forced a little smile. I really wasn’t
listening too closely, and I knew the only reason Anna was talking to
me was so she wouldn’t have to think about Dee. From time to time
over the last hour everyone—save for me—had been telling stories
about Dee, how they had met, some funny event, anything to keep
their minds occupied. I sat and listened, or pretended to, and nodded
politely. Thus far Anna had the most interesting personal story of the
bunch.

She was born in Afghanistan, before the Soviet invasion of 1979.
Her family just managed to escape right before the invasion and had
fled to the United States. Anna’s father was a doctor with several
connections to the medical community inside the United States and
that made the family’s transition into their new country somewhat
easier. They didn’t suffer the same plights as many immigrants who
did not possess skills that could get them employment beyond manual
labor. Soon the family prospered and it was a foregone conclusion that
the four children, three girls and one boy, would take advantage of
every educational opportunity available.

Anna had chosen the law, graduated at the top of her class at
Harvard, and almost immediately disappointed her family by choosing
not to go to work for a large firm on Wall Street or in Washington, D.C.



where she could not only earn a good living, but also gain valuable
contacts and become a powerbroker in her own right. No, Anna had
been a lover of the law and justice all of her life and she had decided
early on that she would not use her talents and skills to get rich, she
would use them to help people, and to help the planet on which she
lived.

Two years spent as a public defender were quickly followed by a
year’s internship with the NAACP, and then three years with the
ACLU. At that point I kind of tuned out and didn’t tune back in until
she started telling the current story about Dee. I’m sure it was all very
impressive and inspiring, but to be honest, most things bore the hell
out of me and I just don’t care. I would much rather have been sitting
here alone at the moment, but these women were Dee’s friends as well
and had as much right as I had to be here. The one consolation for me
I suppose was the fact that there was not an unattractive lady in the
bunch, Anna Mesuda included.

Abruptly I realized that all eyes in the group were on me and their
expressions seemed expectant. I glanced over at Anna.

“I asked if Dee was as much of a cut-up back when she worked for
the Navy.” Anna said.

I nodded, smiled a little.
“Dee was always a smart ass,” I replied sardonically. “One of the

things that I liked about her. Got her in some trouble from time to
time though. A lot of people in higher authority in the Pentagon don’t
have a sense of humor.”

Anna and the others laughed.
“Yeah,” Leisa said. “Dee told me how much she hated that job,

only took it because it paid the bills. Her dad got it for her.”
“Yeah,” I confirmed. “He’s a defense contractor.”
“And he’s coming in in the morning?” Leisa said.
“Yeah,” I responded. “The cops tell me they called him already.

They don’t know how to get in touch with her mother.”
Anna shook her head.
“Dee told me the last time she talked to her mom was more than a

year ago. Said she was somewhere out west. They didn’t have much to
say to each other. She was with another guy, and back on drugs. From



what I gather it’s an old story with her.”
I nodded, knowing this story quite well. Dee and her mother had

always had a tumultuous relationship since she was a little girl, and it
did not appear that would ever change. So in a way it was probably
better that no one knew how to get in touch with her.

One of the other women asked me how Dee and I had met and I
was considering that question when a short brunette wearing green
scrubs and a white lab coat came out from the Critical Care Unit and
glanced around. She removed her glasses and let them hang around
her neck on a silver chain, holding a clipboard in her left hand. The
woman appeared to be in her early fifties and she looked a little
haggard, like she had been working a long shift as well. Something told
me she was looking for us.

I stood and started over, followed closely by Anna and Leisa. As I
got closer I could see the name on the lab coat. Rebecca Lenton, MD.

“Dr. Lenton,” I said. “My name is Derrick Olin. This is Leisa Saxon
and Anna Mesuda. We’re all friends of Deana Eddington. I don’t know
if you’ve been told, but she has no family in the area and we’re all she
has.”

Dr. Lenton nodded.
“I’ve been told, Mr. Olin,” she said in a heavy voice. “And

ordinarily I would not be able to tell you much. However, due to the
urgency of the situation, I’m going to bend the rules. Your friend is in
very serious condition. She took a most severe beating. The damage is
extensive. She has two broken legs and a broken arm, but that is not
nearly the worst of it. As you probably know, I am a neurosurgeon and
was brought in because of the severe contusions she suffered to her
cranium. We’ve taken X-rays and done CAT scans and for the past
couple of hours I have been studying everything very closely, and
ordering more tests.”

The doctor paused to take a breath and both women on either side
of me took one of my hands. I squeezed them gently in return. I could
tell they were both terrified by what they were hearing, and about to
hear, and truth be told, I was too.

“I won’t go into all the technical stuff,” Dr. Lenton continued. “I’ll
just say that at this point we can’t be sure whether Ms. Eddington has



brain damage or not. Or to what extent it is. She’s in a coma now and
that is probably a good thing because of the trauma her body has
undergone. However, it does limit our ability to tell the extent of the
damage to her brain. One of the X-rays shows acute cranial swelling,
and there is significant fluid build up, probably a good bit of it blood.
What I’m saying is that she is going to need surgery. Ordinarily we’d
already be prepping for that, but due to her weakened condition, we
feel that it would be inadvisable to put her through the stress of a
surgery right now. I…”

“Doctor,” I interrupted. “I know you mean well, but you’re scaring
the hell out of all of us here. Bottom line, what do you think? What can
you tell us now?”

Dr. Lenton stared directly into my eyes for a long time before
taking a heavy breath and releasing it.

“Right now, Mr. Olin, what I’m trying to tell you is that we simply
aren’t sure. Your friend is in very serious condition, and the damage
may be too great to repair. But we aren’t giving up. Before this she was
in good physical condition, if a bit too thin, and that is good. We’re
going to need time, time for her to heal a bit on her on and time for
more tests to come back. By, say nine or ten in the morning we may
know more. Not before then. And I would suggest that you not all stay
here throughout the night. No sense in wearing everybody down. Do it
in shifts. I know you are all concerned for Ms. Eddington, but it will do
her no good if you all exhaust yourselves. She will need all of you in
order to help her get better.”

I nodded, once again squeezing Leisa and Anna’s hands.
“Thank you, Doctor. Will you be on duty for a while longer?”
She nodded.
“Yeah. I’ll be here throughout the night, just in case the situation

gets to the point where we can’t wait any longer to do the surgery.”
I nodded.
“Alright,” I said.
Dr. Lenton stared at me for another few seconds, then turned and

walked over to the nurses’ station. Anna, Leisa, and I turned to face
the other women and it quickly became clear that the three of us would
be staying for the rest of the night. There were some protests, but soon



Leisa had the other models under control and sent them home.
I checked my watch. It was one in the morning. If this night had

gone as planned right now Dee and I would be back at her place, in
each other’s arms, laughing, playing... But that had not happened.

Anna, Leisa, and I took seats in the far corner of the waiting area,
each with a chair between us now, each keeping our own counsel. I
don’t know what they were thinking, but right now I was running a list
of things to do through my head, honing and refining.

A sudden shrill sound broke my concentration and I glanced over
at Leisa and watched as she took her cell phone out of her purse and
checked the caller ID.

“I’ve gotta take this,” she said, standing and walking away from us.
I stared after her briefly, admiring her blue jeans, and not for the

first time tonight. That should have made me feel bad but it didn’t, at
least not this time. I was still human and male and Leisa Saxon still
had a great ass.

Glancing over, I caught Anna smiling and shaking her head.
Obviously she had seen me. Oh well… Her ass isn’t bad either.

I went back to my list.



Chapter 19

By seven Tuesday morning I was on my cell phone making calls.
The first was to the Broward County Sheriff’s Office, asking if
Detective Kellie Murphy was at the station. I was told that Detective
Murphy had signed out around two this morning and was not expected
back on duty until after eight. I’d expected that. Unless there had been
a break in the case there was no reason for Murphy to stay on duty all
night. She probably had a desk load of other cases in addition to Dee’s
and couldn’t afford to put in an all-nighter. I left a message for her to
call me when she got in, and if she didn’t call me within what I felt was
a reasonable time frame, I’d be calling her again; or stopping by.

The next call I made was to a woman I had met my last year in the
Air Force. I was a lead agent with OSI’s Antiterrorism Security Team
and assigned to provide tactical support for an international security
conference being held in Athens, Greece. My team was combined with
two others, one from Germany and one from Japan. The German team
was from GSG-9, their most elite antiterrorist force, formed after the
1972 incident when Israeli gymnasts were killed by Black September
terrorists in Munich. The Japanese team was from Koancho, the
super-secret and little known, but highly efficient security and
counterterrorism unit that reported directly to the country’s deputy
prime minister.

The second-in-command of the Koancho team was Kimiko
Tanaka, a tall (5’9”) and very agile woman with thick black hair cut to
neck length. I found her to be professional, efficient, and lethal; and
quite funny. When we weren’t working some of us would go out
together and Kimiko always managed to keep everybody in stitches.
She was a most unusual woman—in particular for a Japanese—and
one of the best operators I ever worked with.

A few years ago I heard she had left Koancho and Japan, moving



to the United States and going to work in private security. She settled
in South Florida as a freelancer. A couple times in the recent past I had
used her as backup on some jobs, and, of course, had not been let
down one bit. I knew she’d be awake when I called this morning, and
she was, and she told me she was available. I told her what I needed
and she told me no problem.

The next call was to a man by the name of Reuven Eckstein. In the
Miami phonebook you’d find him listed as a photographer and Krav-
Maga instructor, and Reuven was both of those things; quite proficient
at each. However, Reuven possessed other talents that he was most
proficient in as well. At the age of seventeen he had enlisted in the
Israeli Defense Forces and been trained as a paratrooper, serving in
one Israeli combat action after another from the Gaza Strip to
Lebanon, and some others that could never be mentioned. He served a
total of six years in the Army before being recruited for a special job by
AMAN—Military Intelligence. Unfortunately for Reuven his cover was
blown while he was behind the lines in Syria and he just managed to
escape with his skin, but it was pretty battered, too battered to remain
in the Army. So he was discharged.

However, one thing about the small nation of Israel, it always has
a need for its patriots, especially those who have shed blood for it.
Reuven was next recruited by Shabak, the General Security Service,
responsible for internal security, counterespionage, and
counterterrorism. It was in his capacity as a Shabak officer that he and
I had come into contact. Our initial meeting was not a pleasant one, we
were on different sides of the international game at the time—I’d been
assigned to protect a Palestinian peace delegate that the Israeli’s
wanted dead for past crimes—but on a personal level Reuven and I had
both come to admire the other’s cleverness and ingenuity. On our next
meeting the tables had turned, our interests were mutual, and we
became friends.

Reuven became disillusioned with the way things had become in
his native land following the assassination of Prime Minister Rabin by
a fellow Jew back in the mid-nineties. He began to see a meanness
emerge that he had never suspected was possible, an ugliness that was
spreading throughout the government and the military; and in his



opinion this was a threat to the very survival of his country. However,
not many others seemed to care, indeed many embraced what Reuven
saw as madness, a sure road to the destruction of all he had fought for
throughout his adult life. When it became clear that he could do
nothing to change the course that he saw unfolding, Reuven decided it
was time to leave. And not just the government, but the country. So he
resigned from Shabak, packed up his wife and three children, and
moved to America. Now he lived in South Florida and made a living as
a photographer and part-time Krav-Maga instructor. Still, on occasion,
he did a little security work; and this is the reason he was my third call
of the morning. Like Kimiko, he was available, so I told him what I
needed. He agreed without hesitation.

When I hung up with Reuven Eckstein I glanced over and saw
Leisa Saxon stirring in the chair where she had been sleeping
uncomfortably for the past hour and a half. She wasn’t coming awake
yet, just shifting around. A few chairs over Anna Mesuda was slouched
down, her long legs crossed left over right, her head back against the
wall behind her, mouth open a little.

There were a couple of other people on chairs on the other side of
the waiting area, asleep as well, waiting for word on their loved ones.
At the nurses’ station the day shift had come on, changeover briefings
taking place now. I felt myself wound tight and ready to spring. I
needed to get some rest myself, but not yet. Things to do.

The deputy who had come on at six was back from the bathroom
now and was over at the desk flirting with a day shift nurse. I shook
my head. What the hell else would you expect? Soon the deputies
would be irrelevant. I knew this would not set well with Detective
Murphy; and I didn’t care one bit.

Time to make another call.
Scrolling through the numbers in the phone’s memory bank, I

came to the one I wanted and pressed CALL, raising the phone to my
ear and listening as it began to ring.



Chapter 20

Leisa came back into the waiting area at a few minutes after nine
carrying two cups of coffee, one for her and one for Anna. I don’t drink
coffee and had already had a number of sodas during the night. Not
that the caffeine mattered. I could will myself to stay awake for days if
need be. And if I remembered correctly, all of the sodas I’d had were
caffeine-free.

“Any news yet?” Leisa asked, handing a cup to Anna as she sat
down.

“Nothing yet,” Anna said, taking the cup. “Thanks. Did you
manage to get through to anyone at Excelsior?”

Leisa took a sip of her coffee and nodded.
“Yeah,” she said, glancing over at me, then back at Anna. “I spoke

with Debra Kenny. She’s overseeing the Orlando project. Right now
she and Jen Stockbridge are deciding what to do about it. I’ve already
told them that I’m not going anywhere until I know how Dee is, and
the other girls have said the same thing. And since Dee was a feature, I
think they’re probably gonna have to postpone anyway. Somebody
from Security is supposed to come over later as well. They’ve already
spoken with the police and they want to keep an eye on things here. I
guess they want to make sure that Dee is safe until the cops catch
whoever did this.”

Considerate, I thought, glancing around. Means things will get
kind of cozy around here.

“Anything further from the police, Derrick?” Leisa said to me.
I shook my head.
“Not yet. The detective in charge of the case was not in when I

called the last time. I left a message. Hopefully she’ll call soon. I think
Dee’s father’s due to land in another hour. I thought about going to
meet him and bring him over, but I don’t want to leave right now.”



“Me either,” Anna said. “But maybe I can arrange a car for him.
He’s flying in where, do you know?”

“Fort Lauderdale,” I told her. “Supposed to be landing at ten-
fifteen. His name is Jason Eddington.”

Anna nodded, setting her cup down on the floor and digging into
her purse for her cell phone.

Leisa had another large sip of her coffee and frowned a little.
“God this stuff is awful, but I think it’ll do the trick and help keep

me awake. Did you sleep at all during the night?”
I shook my head.
“Not really. I’ll be fine though, just as soon as I know how Dee is.”
She stared at me over the top of her cup as she held it between

both of her hands. I stared back for a few moments then glanced away,
looking down the hall to the sliding glass doors of the Critical Care
Unit. For once the deputy who had been assigned to this floor was
standing at his post, however he looked restless and I knew it would
not be long before he was off roaming again.

I checked my watch, and then suddenly found myself gripped by a
fierce yawn, covering my mouth with my right hand. When I finished,
Leisa reached over and touched my arm.

“You sure you don’t want some coffee?” she said.
“Nah,” I told her. “Never drink the stuff. I’m fine. Promise.”
Anna put her phone back in her purse and looked over at us.
“It’s arranged. One of the cars and a driver my firm uses will be

sent over to the airport to pick him up and bring him here as soon as
he arrives. I’ve also arranged to have him put up at the Hampton Inn
just down the road so he can be close by.”

I nodded.
“Thanks, Anna.”
She smiled tiredly and reached down to the floor to retrieve her

coffee cup. A moment later the doors to the Critical Care Unit opened
and Dr. Rebecca Lenton came out, glancing around, and then walking
down toward us. We all stood, seeing the grave expression on the
doctor’s face. We knew the news was not good.

“We’re going to have to go ahead and operate,” she said. “We can’t
wait any longer.”



Beside me both Anna and Leisa gasped and I put arms around
them, also steadying myself as Dr. Lenton tried to explain why the
surgery was now necessary. I’m not sure how much either Leisa or
Anna understood, for my part it all went beyond me. Didn’t matter
though, I wasn’t doing the surgery.

“Ordinarily we’d have to get consent from a relative to perform a
procedure like this,” Dr. Lenton continued. “But because of the
urgency of the situation and the fact that she has no relatives close by,
another doctor will sign off with me and we’ll go ahead.”

I nodded.
Dr. Lenton nodded soberly, stared for a moment longer, then

turned and walked back toward CCU. As soon as she passed through
the doors both Leisa and Anna turned to me and put their heads on
my shoulders. I held them close and tight and tried to calm them, not
sure how good a job I was actually doing.

I did my best to keep from trembling, but to be honest, with the
way they were both shaking against me, they never would have
noticed.



Chapter 21

Jason Eddington was much as I had remembered him, only older.
Now almost sixty, but still rail thin and wiry. He wore glasses these
days and had lost most of his hair, which was now mostly gray. And I
could tell how worried he was about his daughter. Since I knew him,
sort of, I came forward first and greeted him, and to my surprise he
actually remembered me despite the briefness of our acquaintance so
many years ago. Next I introduced him to Anna and Leisa and the two
other models who had returned to the hospital about a half hour
earlier.

Then he wanted to hear about his daughter. I did the best I could
to explain, and I knew I was inadequate, but Jason seemed to glean
enough from my diatribe. He knew she was in surgery and that her
condition was serious, which was pretty much all we knew. After he
had absorbed all of that he turned back to me, his face hard, and asked
the question I knew he had been wanting to ask.

“Who did this to my daughter, Derrick?” his voice was soft but full
of iron.

I took a breath before answering.
“I don’t know, Jason,” I said flatly. “The police are working on it;

so far they haven’t passed anything on. But I intend to follow up very
soon. I just wanted to see how Dee was first, and to make sure you got
here.”

He nodded, and then put a hand on my shoulder, pulling me away
from the others. Once we were perhaps ten feet away he stopped and
turned to face me again. We’re about the same height so neither of us
had to look up or down to look into each other’s eyes. When he spoke
his voice was once again low and hard.

“I’m here now, Derrick,” he said. “I’ll look after her and make sure
she gets what she needs. You find out who did this to my girl. I know



what you used to do in the Air Force, and I suspect you haven’t lost
your touch since. You look fit enough still. Find out who did this, and
hurt them for me.”

I stared into the other man’s eyes for a full minute, not saying
anything. This was a father, a man whose daughter had been savagely
attacked, and in his eyes she was still his little girl no matter how old
she was. He was full of rage and some guilt too, and he wanted
revenge. If I were a religious person I might refer to that quote about
vengeance being the province of the lord. But I’m not a religious man,
and I had already decided to find and hurt whoever was responsible
for this.

I nodded.
“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll find them. I’m also arranging for some

friends of mine to come by and keep an eye on things. Two very sharp
operators. The cops have a deputy in place but I’m not impressed. Plus
someone from the modeling agency’s security is supposed to come
over too. No matter. I wanted her looked after by somebody I know
and trust.”

“Good,” Jason said. “When are they getting here?”
“Day shift is already here,” I told him, nodding my head in the

direction of a tall Japanese woman sitting on a chair directly across
from the nurses’ station, apparently reading a newspaper. However, if
you had been watching her closely, and were properly trained, you’d
realize she was looking at everything but her newspaper. Kimiko
Tanaka.

“She’ll be relieved at six tonight by a man named Reuven
Eckstein,” I said quietly.

“Israeli?” Jason said.
I nodded.
“Yeah,” I told him. “Former paratrooper and government security

agent. Kimiko used to do the same thing for the Japanese government.
Believe me, these are two of the best.”

Jason looked back at me and nodded.
“Fine,” he said. “I appreciate all of this. I know you and Dee were

close once, and I actually had hoped you would be more than you
were. Of all the guys she ever went out with, you were one of only a



couple that I could ever stand. My girl didn’t always have the greatest
taste when it came to men. But that’s no matter. I’m glad you’re here
now.”

Both of us were quiet for a few moments, and then I started
yawning again, quickly covering my mouth.

“Maybe you should go and get some sleep first, Derrick,” he said.
“You’ve been up all night. You need to take care of yourself too.”

“I will,” I told him. “Just as soon as I find out who did this to Dee
and make them pay.”

There was such coldness in my voice, and no doubt in my eyes as
well because I could see a small hint of fear register in Jason
Eddington, nonetheless he touched my shoulder once more.

I went over to the others to say good bye. Anna and Leisa were
leaving now as well and we all exchanged cell numbers. Jason
Eddington sat down with the other two models and they began to talk
about Dee. I walked Leisa and Anna to the elevator and we rode down
together and walked across the street to the parking deck. Once they
were in their cars and driving out, I went over to my rental and got in.

Jason was right, I really needed to rest because I was nearly dead
on my feet, but I couldn’t right now. Too much to do. So I might as
well get started doing it.

I started the engine and slipped my seatbelt on, then backed out
and started for the exit.



Chapter 22

I got to my room at the Diplomat at a few minutes before noon
and put the DO NOT DISTRUB sign on the door, also calling
Housekeeping and telling them that I did not need service today.
Truth be told the room was still clean from yesterday.

Next, I went into the bathroom and took a long hot shower, letting
the water wash all the grime and exhaustion from me. After toweling
off I slipped into the hotel’s large terrycloth robe and went into the
main room, taking one of my suitcases from the closet and placing it
on the bed.

I took the few items of clothing out that I hadn’t already
unpacked, then reached into the recesses around one corner of the
case and pulled on a zipper, moving it from one side to the other until
it was completely undone. This released a concealed sub-compartment
that revealed a black two inch thick rectangular case that I removed
and set on the bed.

The case had a combination lock and I quickly dialed in the
sequence and opened the lid. Inside were two Glock .45
semiautomatics, a Kel-Tec .32 caliber, and spare ammunition and
magazines for each weapon. I checked the action on all three weapons,
making sure each was in proper working order, then loaded them with
magazines and chambered rounds. Each weapon was equipped with a
belt clip attached to the slide, thus negating the need for a holster, and
making concealed carry that much easier.

Once the weapons were primed and ready I reached back into the
sub-compartment of the suitcase and extracted a smaller black case,
this one also combination locked. When I opened it there were two
items inside. The first was an ASP expandable baton. I took it out,
flicked it open and moved it around in the air a few times, making a
few striking motions, and then pressed the button on the bottom to



retract the device.
The second item in this case was an Emerson CQC (Close-Quarter

Combat) knife, the Model-15, three-point nine inches of perfectly
balanced and razor-sharp composite material that slices through
human flesh like air. It, too, has a clip attached to it which makes
carrying it around much easier. I opened the knife, checked the blade,
and then closed it once again.

With my weapons ready, I stood up and went back to the closet to
return the suitcase and to take out some fresh clothes. Detective
Murphy had not yet seen the need to return my call and that annoyed
me. This meant I was going to have to go and be annoying myself. One
of my most favorite things to do.

I dressed in pressed blue jeans, a black T-shirt, and comfortable
black half-boots. Once my weapons were in place around my waist and
so forth, I slipped into a black blazer and checked my reflection in the
full-length closet mirror. The blazer was specially tailored to
accommodate my bulk with a moderate arsenal attached. I was
wearing a little more gear than was recommended, but not too many
telltale bulges showed. Not that I really cared. I was fully licensed to
carry weapons in the state of Florida so it didn’t really matter who
noticed what.

I slipped my shades on as I walked toward the door with my car
keys in my left hand.

Okay, I thought, stepping out into the hallway and closing the
door, time to find the fuckers who hurt Dee Eddington. And when I
find them…

As I rode down from the twenty-eighth floor alone I was staring at
my reflection in the highly polished surface of the elevator doors. If I
hadn’t been such a tough guy the face of the man staring back at me
would have chilled my blood.



Chapter 23

When I got to Dee’s place I found two unmarked police cars in the
parking lot. A promising sign, it meant there was somebody still
working the case, hopefully Detective Murphy was one of them. If not,
once I was finished here I’d be heading over to the Sheriff’s station to
see if I could catch up with her.

I found a space across from the front entrance, parked, and
climbed out, glancing around, and noting the beach filled with people
just as it had been when I was here yesterday. No one seemed the least
bit disturbed by the fact that a woman had nearly been murdered here
last night. Most of them probably didn’t even know. If they did they
probably didn’t care.

I walked over to the building, glancing up at the space above the
doors, noting, as I had previously, that there were no security cameras
present, nor, I suspected, were there any on the property at all. A
situation that needed to be rectified in the near future.

Inside the main corridor I looked around some more, noticed
several people coming and going, a couple of them smiling and
nodding. I simply ignored them and kept walking. Once I finished with
the first level I found the stairs and started up, checking each landing
just to see if there were any cameras. There weren’t.

I stepped through the fire door on the fifth floor around the corner
from where Dee’s condo was located. There was one unit on this side.
Convenient for the occupant to have easy access to the stairs in case of
emergency and such.

I walked around the corner and at the far end of the corridor saw a
uniformed officer standing in front of Dee’s door, arms folded, looking
bored. I took off my shades and proceeded down toward him, doing
my best impression of a hard-ass detective who’s seen way too many
crime scenes over the years. When the officer saw me he straightened



up and lowered his arms to his sides.
“How’s it going?” I said to the cop. He was from the Hollywood

PD, which made sense; the crime scene was in their jurisdiction.
“Fine, sir,” the cop said, staring at me and trying not to seem

bored. “Can I help you?”
“Yeah,” I said, glancing around. “Just came over to have another

look at the place. I was here last night. It was a real mess.”
“Still is,” the cop responded, seeming to relax a little. “Saw some

of it when I came on at noon and relieved the other guy who was here
since this morning. Everything’s all busted up. I hear the woman who
lived here got busted up pretty bad too.”

“Yeah,” I said. “She’s not doing too well. Who’s in there right
now?”

“A couple of detectives from Broward County,” the cop told me,
being as helpful as he could. “A Hollywood detective was here until
about ten minutes ago but had to go out on another call. Broward
County is taking the lead on this on account of the victim being a
model and all, high-profile thing.”

I nodded.
“Yeah, I know.”
“Say, are you with Broward? I don’t recognize you from

Hollywood?”
“Is Murphy one of the detectives in there?” I said, breezing right

past his question.
“Yeah,” he responded quickly. “Yes, sir. Detective Murphy is in

there. She’s lead detective. You want to go in and talk to her?”
I thought about doing that, and then thought about how much

trouble I would be getting this young man in to. No need to make
another enemy just yet. I told him I would remain out here while he
went in and got Murphy, telling him to tell her that Derrick Olin was
out here and would like to talk with her.

He eyed me strangely for a few seconds, suddenly realizing that
perhaps he had been saying more than he should have to someone
who had not exactly identified himself as a cop. The officer went inside
and came back out a minute later, his expression sour. He said
Murphy would be right out. I thanked him.



Right out for Murphy was ten minutes later.
I was leaning on the wall next to one of the elevators a couple

yards down the hallway, my arms folded across my chest, when she
came out dressed in a dark blue pants suit with a yellow button-down
blouse and black flats.

“Well good afternoon, Mr. Olin,” she said with a forced smile. “I
see you found out that I was here. I suspect because the officer over
there talks too much.”

“He’s young,” I told her. “He’ll learn. No real harm done.”
“No,” she said, putting her notebook in her inside breast pocket

along with an ink pen. “Not this time. But I won’t jump his case
anymore for it. So what are you doing here, Mr. Olin? Shouldn’t you be
at the hospital with your friend? I understand her condition is grave. I
checked in with the hospital a couple hours ago before coming over
here.”

“She is critical,” I said flatly, pushing off the wall and facing the
detective squarely. “But her care is in the doctors’ hands now. Her
father is here, and her friends are at the hospital with him. I’m not
much good at waiting. She’s still in surgery as far as I know.
Something about inter-cranial bleeding, whatever the hell that is. I
can’t do anything there but sit and worry. There are enough folks
doing that now. So I figured I’d do something else.”

“Now hold on just a minute, Mr. Olin,” Murphy began, a warning
look in her eyes.

I held up a hand.
“First off, why don’t you just call me Derrick? I’m not much for

formality.”
She paused for a second, then nodded.
“Fine, Derrick,” she said. “Look, I know you want to find the

people who hurt your friend. That’s understandable and in your place
I’d want to do the same. But I would realize that it was a police matter
and would let the police handle it. You used to be a cop, you know how
this goes. You don’t have any official standing here and you’d only get
in our way. Besides, if you did catch the people who did this before we
did you might get hurt yourself.”

I didn’t respond, simply stared blankly at her for a few moments.



Finally Murphy cracked a small smile.
“Well, okay, maybe you wouldn’t get hurt. I suspect they would get

hurt. But like I said before, this is a police matter and it is our
responsibility to find the people who did this and bring them to
justice.”

“So there was more than one,” I said.
Murphy froze again, her eyes squinting.
“I never said that,” she said.
“Twice you used the word ‘people’ when you were referring to

Dee’s attack,” I said. “Leading me to believe that you have discovered
she was assaulted by more than one person.”

Murphy didn’t respond, so I stood and waited, looking into her
eyes. Finally she sighed, slightly exasperated.

“That’s the thing about dealing with an ex-cop,” she said slowly.
“You gotta be careful with what you say. They’re trained to hear
everything. Look, Derrick, you really need to let me handle this. We
don’t have much yet, but we are gathering leads. Let us run them
down. Soon as we get something concrete, identify the perps, I
promise, we’ll nail them.”

“Detective,” I said in a patient tone, trying not to sound too
patronizing. “I know you have a job to do and suspect you are very
good at it. I respect that, and you. However, I have to tell you this right
now, I am not going to let this go. I won’t interfere with your
investigation, but I will not go away either. It would behoove you to
brief me and let me offer some private assistance. As you have stated, I
am a former investigator with many years experience. I have worked
in South Florida before, so I have resources, some that might not be
available to a Sheriff’s investigator like you. I will use those resources,
whether you cooperate with me or not.”

Murphy stared at me hard for a full minute, her lips pressed
together tightly. Finally she shook her head and glanced over toward
the officer standing at the door to Dee’s condo.

“Alright,” she said in a low tone. “I can’t let you in the apartment,
but I will tell you a little of what we know. Honestly we don’t know a
whole lot. There are no surveillance cameras in this place and because
all the units are soundproof nobody actually heard the attack. But we



have questioned all of the neighbors and others who were visiting at
the time.”

Murphy reached inside her jacket and pulled her notebook out
once more.

“First you have to promise me that anything I tell you won’t go
beyond us,” she said to me. “If my lieutenant found out I was sharing
information with a civilian who was directly involved in this case I’d be
back in uniform tomorrow.”

“Promise,” I said.
“And the second thing you have to promise is that you will not go

out and do something stupid. You won’t start kicking in doors and
kicking in skulls. If you get something you’ll bring it to me and I’ll run
it down, and make any arrests that develop. Okay?”

“Okay,” I lied smoothly.
Detective Kellie Murphy eyed me for another thirty seconds before

opening her notebook and began telling me what she intended to tell
me.



Chapter 24

One of the last places you would normally find me eating is a
Popeye’s Chicken and Biscuits fast-food place. I’m not the biggest fan
of friend chicken—although I do have to admit Popeye’s does a pretty
good job with it—and I’m even less a fan of fast-food places. Especially
in big cities. Finding one that is halfway clean is the exception to the
rule. In the case of the Popeye’s on Northwest 7th Avenue in Little
Haiti, that rule was in full force.

When I arrived there at a quarter to four the place was about half
full, and everyone inside was black. I was the only one who wasn’t
dressed street. Oversized shirts, baggy jeans, dreadlocks in most cases,
and a lot of them had on dark shades, which I, too, had on. I stepped
inside and glanced around, getting an immediate sinking feeling in my
guts, and sorely wishing I could spray Lysol over every surface in the
place before I sat down anywhere. But this option was not available. So
I suppose I had to suck it up. In my time I had been in places a lot
filthier. Still, my revulsion was no less.

There was a table against the left wall near the back and I walked
over to it, getting hard stares from all of the other patrons, probably
regulars who knew I was not one of them. When I got to the table I saw
greasy stains on the surface and the seats and shook my head. Luckily
there were napkins in a dispenser on the table and I took several out
and wiped both the table and the seat on the side I was going to sit,
then, reluctantly slid onto the worn seat.

The hard stares were still coming my way, several of the customers
actually turning all the way around in their chairs to get a look at me. I
dropped the used napkins on the window seal next to the table and
carefully reached up to remove my shades, slipping them into my
jacket pocket. Now I stared back at those who were looking in my
direction. It took less than thirty seconds for everyone else to turn



back and mind their own business.
I suspect many people were wondering why I had come in and not

ordered food. Was I waiting for someone, or perhaps I had come to
rob the place? The latter was unlikely considering the neighborhood.
Outsiders didn’t come here to rob, they came here to do business.
More than likely I was waiting for someone and preparing to do
business. My business, not theirs.

I sat for nearly fifteen minutes, people coming and going, all of
them seeming to notice me, and then the doors at the front opened
and two young men walked in, both dressed street, including dark
shades. They moved apart as soon as they entered, glancing all around.

Now if I were to suspect someone of coming to rob the place, my
money would be on the two guys who just walked in, but I knew they
were not here for that. One walked around the side of the counter and
disappeared from sight. The other walked past the counter and down
toward me, paying no apparent attention to anyone as he moved. He
passed me and took up station by the window down past this side of
the counter. No one stared at him, didn’t even glance his way as he
moved. I continued to sit and wait.

Two minutes later the door opened again and a tall and lanky
dark-skinned man wearing faded blue jeans and a long white T-shirt
hanging outside came in. He had thick hair, going to gray around the
sides, and the back part was braided into a sharp ponytail. On his face
was an unkempt whiskery beard, also with hints of gray in it.
Accompanying him was a full-figured brown-skinned woman with
long blond hair wearing a pair of fuchsia pants and a black knit tank-
top that barely contained her ample chest.

The couple moved to the counter and placed their order. The
people behind the counter seemed to know them and were behaving
very respectfully, almost reverently toward them. Their order took
longer than most I had seen because it was made fresh, and while they
waited the man and woman laughed and played around, oblivious to
everyone else around them. When the food came they took it and did
not even attempt to pay; and the person at the cash register did not
attempt to stop them.

The couple walked past me and around the corner to where the



other young winger was standing next to an empty table. The woman
sat and the man took a piece of chicken and a biscuit from the tray of
food, then he said something to the winger, and turned back toward
me.

Showtime.
Johnny Omar came to my table and sat down, still chomping on

his chicken and biscuit. He took a napkin from the dispenser and set
his food down on it, loudly licking his fingers while looking over at me
with catlike eyes full of everything bad in the world.

“Hey, hi you doin’, Derrick, my man?”
I nodded.
“Johnny,” I said, trying very hard to ignore the smacking that he

was doing as he ate. I’m pretty sure most of it was for affect, the rest
was just bad manners. But what would you expect from a guy who
pushed drugs to school kids?

“I see you still got the taste for Popeye’s,” I said to him.
He grinned and sucked a piece of meet off the bone he was

holding, spittle running down his chin.
“Best chicken ever made, man,” he said, his bad teeth now

showing fully. “You ought to git you some.”
“Not hungry right now,” I said, glancing out the window to my

right. “Had a big lunch. Anyway, that’s not why I came here today.”
“’Course not,” he said, putting the chicken bone down and wiping

his mouth on the back of his hand. “You come to see me. Why I here.
You call I come.” He started laughing and reached for another napkin.
“So tell me what you want. I owe you a favor on account of the one you
done me last year, so I here to make thangs even. Then we done.”

I nodded, remembering the favor in question. It was simple really,
a year ago I had not killed his cousin, when I really should have.
Sometimes I really regretted that decision, but today I was glad
because it had earned me a favor in return that I now desperately
needed. Still, the world might be a better place right now if I had
aimed just a little bit higher and to the right. But that’s just spilt milk.

“I need some information, Johnny,” I told him. “There was an
attack on a woman up in Hollywood last night. A model and actress by
the name of Deana Eddington.”



He was chewing on his biscuit now, glanced up at me and nodded.
“Seen that on the news this afternoon,” he said. “Said somebody

broke into her place and beat her so bad she in a coma. She somethin’
to you?”

“Immaterial,” I told him. “I suspect that whoever did this has done
it before. Possibly a two man team, one black the other white, both in
their mid to late forties. I want you to use your connections and find
out who they were, then I want you to tell me, and how to find them.”

Johnny grinned as he wiped his hand across his mouth once more.
“Then you gon’ go pay them a visit, huh? Pay ‘em back for what

they did to that white lady?”
“Once again, immaterial, Johnny. I just need you to find them.

After that, whatever happens, that’s my business. Can you do it?”
“Sho,” he said, sitting back and staring at me with a grin.

“Hollywood ain’t exactly my patch, but I got contacts all over South
Florida. I can probably find these guys. Tell me, they rape her?”

“Does that matter?” I said.
“Yeah,” he said. “Tell me one mo’ thang about them. They rape her

maybe that give me a direction to go, if not, maybe another direction.”
I nodded, understanding.
“She wasn’t raped. Just beaten, her place smashed up. Kind of like

they were trying to send her a message. Or somebody.”
“Like a loan shark or something?” he said. “She into somebody for

some bread?”
“Don’t think so,” I said. “She didn’t appear to have that kind of

trouble. Either way, I need you to find out who the guys were, and
anything else you might be able to uncover regarding her attack. Like
if somebody else ordered it.”

“Then this square us?” he said.
“Until your cousin fucks up again,” I told him.
Johnny stared at me hard for a few seconds then grinned.
“Always the hard man, Derrick. Can’t give at all. Must be why I

like you so much. I’ll do it. Don’t know how long it gon’ take though.
Could be days.”

“As soon as you can,” I told him, checking my watch. “And do I
need to remind you how unforgiving I can be if I am betrayed?”



Johnny Omar gave me the hard stare once more, and this time it
remained in place.

“I know you, man,” he said coldly. “And you know me. I say I’m
gonna do somethang then it’s what I do. But don’t git me wrong. I ain’t
scared of yo’ ass. I could give a signal right now and my boys would
never let you leave here alive. Ain’t nobody in here gonna say shit. This
my place, my hood. You hear me, nigga?”

“Quite clearly, Mr. Omar,” I said with a friendly smile, my eyes
never changing from flint.

After a few tense moments he smiled too.
“Then I’ll call you when I git something.”
I nodded, standing. No need to shake hands. I didn’t have that

much hand sanitizer in the car.
I walked out without glancing back and climbed into my rental car

in the parking lot, starting it up. Sometimes the people I had to
associate with in my business truly turned my stomach. Johnny
Omar’s cousin wasn’t the only person the world would be better off
without, however, for the moment, Johnny’s life had value. This would
not always be the case though.

This thought made me smile a little and I put the car in gear and
started out of the lot.



Chapter 25

I spoke with Jason Eddington on my cell after leaving the meeting
with Johnny Omar. He told me that Dee had made it through the
surgery and was still in recovery. The doctor had said it had gone as
well as could be expected, but they wouldn’t have a clear picture of the
results for several hours. She was still in a coma though, and now Dr.
Lenton was becoming concerned about that. So Jason and the others
would continue to sit and wait and worry.

He also told me that he was as unimpressed with the deputies
assigned to the floor to look after Dee as I had been. If they weren’t off
flirting with a nurse then they were leaving to make calls on their cell
phones. He had thought about saying something to one of them earlier
but decided it wouldn’t do any good. Besides, Kimiko Tanaka was
there and had not left the area once during the day, not even to go to
the bathroom. She continued to keep watch on everyone at all times,
all the while pretending not to. Jason was very impressed with her and
very grateful to me for bringing her in. I told him that in about another
hour Reuven Eckstein would be coming to relieve Kimiko and he could
expect the same level of competence then as well.

There wasn’t much else to say, I could hear the fear and worry in
the man’s voice and understood it perfectly, even shared some of it. He
did not ask what I had been doing and I was glad of that. I really didn’t
have anything to report to him in the way of progress at the moment
anyhow. He promised to call if there was any change in Dee’s
condition. I thanked him, told him I’d be in touch, and then hung up.

I was starving, not having eaten since Monday afternoon—despite
the lie I had told Johnny Omar about a big lunch. The food in Popeye’s
had not been all that inviting to me, but my appetite had been whetted,
so I figured it was time to go some place and get something decent to
eat, and while doing that maybe some other ideas would come to mind



about how I should go about finding the bastards who had attacked
Dee.

Detective Murphy had promised to check in with me each
morning from now on, and if there was a break in the case she would
let me know. Or so she said. I wouldn’t hold my breath for too long
waiting for that to happen. More than likely she had just told me that
to keep me out of her hair for a while, hoping she could make some
quick progress and get to whoever was responsible before I did. And if
that was the case, more power to her, but if not, I’d find them. I was
certain of that.

But right now I needed food. Maybe later, if nothing broke, I’d get
a little rest. I was really exhausted.

How does that Frost line go? “…miles to go before I sleep.
[2]

”
Many miles to go, I thought, turning off I-95 in North Miami

Beach. Many, many bloody miles more than likely.



Chapter 26

Leisa Saxon called me just as I was finishing dinner at a Subway in
North Miami Beach on NE 168th Street. I wiped my mouth with a
napkin and took my phone off my belt.

“Hello?” I said.
“Derrick,” she said. “It’s Leisa Saxon.”
I could detect something odd in her voice and for a second my

blood ran cold, thinking that something had gone wrong with Dee.
“Yes?” I said as calmly as possible.
“Derrick, I know this is probably crazy, but I’m at my place now,

just left the hospital a little while ago, and I’m just scared to go in
alone. I’m sitting out in the parking lot outside my apartment and I
just can’t go in.”

Now I started to breathe again.
“Is your daughter with you?” I asked.
“No,” she said. “Still at my mom’s. Like I said, I know this is crazy

and I probably shouldn’t have called you…”
“It’s alright,” I told her. “Where do you live?”
“Miami Gardens,” she said. “Northwest 172nd.”
“Actually I’m in North Miami Beach right now,” I said. “I can be

there in about ten or fifteen minutes. Just sit tight. I’ll be right there.”
Relief flooded her voice and she thanked me profusely. She gave

me her complete address and I told her to hang on one more time and
then hung up. My stomach was settled now, full and happy. I stood up
and put my trash in the garbage can near the front exit, glancing
around briefly before stepping outside into early evening’s setting sun.

I climbed in my rental and started the engine, wondering exactly
why Leisa Saxon was afraid to go into her apartment alone. Very odd,
but maybe I could learn something about what had happened to Dee.
Maybe the reason she had been attacked was about something more



than just her. Maybe all the models were in danger. Or maybe I was
just reaching. Either way, I had to get over to Miami Gardens fast.

Backing out of the parking space, I turned left and out onto the
street, already dropping into action mode, not knowing what to expect,
but ready for anything.



Chapter 27

Leisa Saxon lived in a complex called the Garden Lake Place in
Miami Gardens about five miles from the Subway where I was having
dinner. With late day traffic it actually took me nearly twenty minutes
to get there, and by that time the sun was almost down for the day.
Cruising north on NW 14th Way I took a quick glance at the estuary to
the left, seeing the lights reflecting off the water, then I turned onto
172nd Street and went another half block before entering the parking
lot of Leisa’s building.

She had told me that she was parked on the front side in her beige
Maxima and it took me a few moments to locate it. There was no space
close by so I simply parked behind her car and sat still for a few
moments, glancing all around and seeing what I could see; and
attempting to sense anyone that might be hiding in the increasing
shadows. So far nothing.

I took a deep breath, then opened my door and climbed out, all
the while keeping my right hand down by my side and close to one of
my Glocks, just in case. As instructed Leisa had stayed in the car when
I arrived, and now I could see her sitting anxiously behind the wheel,
staring at me in the rearview mirror. I approached her door and
tapped on the window. She rolled it down and turned to look up at me.

“God I feel so stupid for calling you over here like this,” she
blurted. “While I was waiting for you I realized how paranoid I was
being and thought about calling to tell you not to come.”

“No harm done,” I said in an easy tone. “I was close by anyway. So
did you see anything suspicious or did you just get a feeling?”

“Just a feeling,” she said, continuing to stare up at me and forcing
a smile. “More like a panic attack really. I froze when I reached for the
door handle, and didn’t know what to do. I thought about the police,
but knew they’d just think I was crazy. Then I thought about you,



and…”
“Yeah,” I said, glancing around once more. “Well come on, let’s go

inside and take a look.”
Leisa nodded, rolled her window back up, and then opened the

door. I glanced back at my car and thought about moving it, then
decided against it. I’d just shut off the engine and leave it. Shouldn’t be
here long, provided there wasn’t someone with nefarious intent
waiting inside Leisa’s apartment.

We walked into the front of the building and went around the
corner to the elevator, which was located directly across from the
tenant mailboxes. Leisa stopped to check her mail, collected it, then
we went up. She lived on the third floor and the rickety old elevator
took its sweet time getting us there.

“I’m down at the end,” she said as the doors opened.
I nodded, taking hold of her arm and stopping her before she

could step out.
“Just a second,” I told her. “Let me go first, you stay close behind

me, okay?”
Leisa nodded. I stepped out and looked around, seeing nothing

but empty space on both sides of the corridor. So far so good. Leisa
came out behind me and we started down to her apartment. I could
feel the tension mounting between my shoulder blades, but did my
best to put everything out of my mind except what I was doing at the
moment.

We reached the door to apartment 3G and stopped. The door was
closed and did not appear to have been tampered with, at least as far
as I could tell. I reached out a hand and tried the knob. Still locked.
Leisa handed me her keys and I carefully inserted the one she’d
designated into the lock. It opened freely.

I told Leisa to stand down the hall a few paces, then slipped the
Glock-30 out of my waistband on my right hip and lowered it down by
my right leg. Another deep breath, then I pushed the door open and
dropped to a crouch as I went inside.

The front room was in darkness and I was silhouetted from the
light in the hallway, so I quickly moved all the way into the room and
down on my stomach on the floor, closing my eyes tightly to adjust



them to the darkness as quickly as possible. This took a few seconds
and during that time I sensed no movement, heard no breathing, and
best of all, nobody came at me.

When I opened my eyes I could see pretty well, but continued to
lie on my stomach and not move. Another full minute went by before I
decided it was time to get up, rising quickly to my knees and tracking
each direction with my weapon. No threats presented themselves.

Now I was up on my feet moving through the front room as
carefully as possible. The apartment was small and it only took me a
couple of minutes to clear it completely, turning on all the lights and
putting my weapon away. I went back into the hallway and told Leisa
she could come in now. Once she was inside her apartment and the
door was closed and locked she broke down and fell against my chest. I
put an arm around her and held her as she began to convulse, and
then she started to sob.

Something told me that not all of her tears were about this
evening. More than likely a good bit of them were for her friend, and
mine. Deana Eddington.

It took her quite a while to calm down and I didn’t say a word, just
held her close and waited. I’m pretty good at waiting. It requires very
little talent.



Chapter 28

Leisa came out of the back part of her apartment and I was
leaning against the front room counter that separated the living room
from the small kitchenette. She had removed the blue jean jacket she’d
been wearing and now only wore a short sleeve green T-shirt and
formfitting blue jeans. Briefly I admired her figure as she walked in,
smiling reassuringly. She had gone in the back to wash her face and
seemed to be feeling better, even smiling a little.

“Why don’t you sit down,” she said to me. “I’ll fix you a drink or
something.”

I shook my head.
“Nah,” I said. “I need to be going soon. My car’s blocking a couple

others besides yours. I just wanted to make sure you were alright
before I left.”

She came to stand directly in front of me, her hands pressed
against the back pockets of her jeans and her ample chest aimed
directly at me. A weaker man would have been brought to his knees,
but not Derrick Olin, he’s made of sterner stuff.

“Do you have to go so soon?” she asked, a frown of
disappointment on her face. “I was hoping we could sit and talk for a
while.”

“I’m afraid I do have to get going,” I lied. “I’ve got some things I
need to check in to, and I want to drop by the hospital and check on
Dee. I also want to make sure her father goes and gets some rest.”

Leisa nodded.
“Yeah, he was being stubborn about that earlier, didn’t want to

leave even when we told him that we’d be sitting shifts. By the way, the
shoot up in Orlando has been postponed for a while and none of us
who were scheduled will have to leave. The program manager has
already agreed to let us have the rest of this week off so we can be at



the hospital. And the president of Excelsior is even going to pick up all
medical expenses for Dee. Isn’t that great?”

“It is,” I said. “I imagine the cost will be extensive and I have no
idea what type of insurance Dee carries. However, I would suspect that
Excelsior would have some kind of policy on her to recoup their
investment should something happen to her.”

Leisa nodded.
“Yeah. We all have policies on us just in case of an accident, either

an injury that lays us up for a while, or permanently. Standard in the
modeling business, and acting.”

“So if something happened that prevented Dee from ever working
again,” I mused, “Excelsior would not suffer financially?”

Leisa frowned.
“Well no,” she said slowly. “Are you trying to say that you think

Excelsior might have something to gain by hurting Dee?”
“Not at all,” I waved a hand in dismissal. “Just thinking out loud,

nothing more. And I’m tired. I need to get some sleep too, but first I’m
going to the hospital to check on Jason.”

We stood staring at one another for a few moments longer, and
then Leisa leaned over and kissed me on the lips, slipping her arms
around my neck and crushing her shapely body against me. I didn’t
resist, but I didn’t fall under her spell either. Suddenly I had some
unpleasant concerns about Ms. Saxon, concerns that worried me a
great deal. But maybe this was how she dealt with the stress of what
had happened to her friend. Still, those concerns about Leisa
continued to linger in my mind.

Probably unfounded, but present nonetheless.
She walked me to the door and we said good bye.
Once I was back outside the sun was completely gone, the only

illumination now came from streetlamps. I got into my car and started
it up, then slipped my seatbelt on. I was lost, not sure what was going
on. And now I got the feeling that Leisa Saxon had not called me over
to her place tonight because she had felt threatened. On the contrary, I
now believed she had called me over for another purpose. I just wasn’t
sure what that purpose was; if it even mattered.

So, after a few moments of deep reflection—during which time I



also considered the possibility that Ms. Saxon might just be hot for me
—I slipped the selector into gear and started driving out of the parking
lot, stifling a yawn as I went back out onto NW 172nd, heading west.

But if she was simply hot for me, her timing could have been
better.

That bothered me too.
Leave it to me to be suspicious of a beautiful woman after she

plants a kiss on me.
Derrick Olin, you’ll never change.
And maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing.



Chapter 29

It was a little after eight when I got back to the hospital and found
Jason Eddington sitting in the waiting room of the Critical Care Unit
with a couple of models I recognized and one woman I didn’t. She was
older than the others, closer to Dee’s and Leisa’s age, and just as
gorgeous. There was also a thin and wiry dark haired man sitting by
himself reading a book of some sort, but not really reading it.

Reuven Eckstein.
He had taken Kimiko’s place and was now keeping watch just as

she had. That made me feel better, knowing that someone I trusted
was here making sure nothing more happened to Dee.

There was also a Broward County deputy, but he was leaning over
the nurses’ desk laughing and joking with a good-looking blond RN.
Pretty much useless. But there was a tall Asian standing at the
opposite end of the waiting room and he was making no pretense of
not paying attention. He was looking at everyone that went by and
made sure they all knew it. Korean if I made no mistake, and clearly an
experienced operator, at least when it came to the fine art of
intimidation. Everyone seemed to be doing their best to step lightly
around him, avoiding eye contact. I did not.

After a few minutes I walked over to Jason Eddington and as soon
as he saw me he stood and stepped away from the models.

“What have you learned?” he asked in an urgent but hushed voice.
“Not much,” I told him, guiding him further away, glancing over at

the Korean. “First, who’s that over there?”
Jason glanced over my left shoulder for a moment and frowned.
“He’s from Excelsior,” he told me. “From their security

department. Name’s Kang something or other. A little while after you
took off this afternoon the head of security for Excelsior came over and
made a big deal about how much everybody over there was upset by



what had happened to Dee and how they wanted to make sure she was
safe now. That’s what Kang’s supposed to be for. But to tell you the
truth, Derrick, I feel much better with your people here watching over
things than I do with that guy, or the cops. And let me tell you
something, when the security guys from Excelsior showed up, all the
young ladies here from that agency seemed to get really nervous,
which I think is kind of odd. Or maybe I’m just tired. Hell I don’t
know.”

I nodded.
“And that’s one of the reasons I’m here now, Jason,” I said,

looking him directly in the eyes. “You need to go to your hotel and get
some rest, refresh yourself a little. Dee needs you strong for her. She
wouldn’t want you to exhaust yourself worrying about her, and you
know it.”

I could tell he wanted to fight me, but then a yawn overtook him
and he had to pause, thus making my point. I stood staring into his
eyes for a long time and finally he nodded unenthusiastically.

“I know you’re right, Derrick,” he said. “But I just don’t want to
leave my girl when she’s like this.”

“I know, Jason,” I said as compassionately as I could manage.
“But her friends are here with her, plus she’s being watched over by
professional security people. And let us not forget, she’s got some
really good doctors. You need to get out of here for a few hours. At
least until morning. If something happens during the night they’ll call
you and you’re not that far away.”

Jason stared at me for a long time before finally conceding with a
nod.

“Good,” I said, glancing over at the group of women, in particular
at the auburn haired woman I did not know. “I’ll run you up to the
Hampton. Who’s that over there with Gina and Rakia?”

Jason turned.
“Oh, that’s Debra Kenny,” he told me. “She’s a friend of Dee’s too.

Some kind of manager at Excelsior. She was supposed to be in charge
of the Orlando job I think. I really wasn’t paying that much attention.”

“Yeah,” I nodded. “Well let’s go over and say good bye, then I’ll
take you to your hotel so you can get some rest.”



All three women stood as we approached, and Debra Kenny came
forward, extending her hand.

“You must be Derrick,” she said as we shook hands. “Dee
mentioned you to me when we had our meeting Monday afternoon.
Sorry we have to meet under these circumstances.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Good of you to be here.”
“Dee is my friend too,” she said earnestly. “We’ve actually done a

couple of shoots together as models and even acted opposite one
another in a low budget independent film over in Prague a couple of
years ago.”

“I see,” I said. “So how is this going to affect the Orlando project?”
“For right now there is no Orlando project,” she responded. “I’ve

been talking with Jen Stockbridge all day. Jen’s the president of
Excelsior. For right now that’s being shelved. The other girls who were
on the project will be reassigned. Once Dee is better…”

She broke off and glanced at Jason Eddington, then looked away.
After a couple of awkward moments I told her and the others that

I was taking Jason to his hotel for a few hours so he could rest. Debra
Kenny said she thought that was a good idea and promised to make
sure that someone was here to sit and wait throughout the night. She
herself had to leave around midnight.

We said our good byes and headed for the elevators. I glanced
back once and saw that the Korean named Kang something or other
had not moved once. Also, Reuven Eckstein was still pretending to
read his book. The deputy had moved away from the nurses’ station
and was now back over near the door to CCU. Well that was something
I suppose.

Just not much.



Chapter 30

Even though I was exhausted, sleep did not come easy to me. I’d
fallen asleep around eleven after a hot shower and a little reflection on
the situation at hand. But by midnight I had awakened and was fully
alert, my mind once again filled with the situation at hand. All the
possibilities and angles were floating through my mind and not too
many of them made much sense, so I tried to shove them aside and get
some rest.

By three a.m. I knew that wasn’t going to happen so I got up,
dressed in workout clothes, and went downstairs to the gym and
worked out alone for the better part of an hour. Exhausted and
sweating and breathing heavily, I returned to my twenty-eighth floor
room and took another shower, then came out and toweled off,
reflecting on everything once more. I still had no more answers than I
had before, but on the plus side I was now tired enough to sleep.

Two and a half hours later at seven thirty-three in the morning,
my cell phone rang and woke me up. The voice on the other end was
not a pleasant one, but that didn’t matter if it said something I wanted
and needed to hear.

“You sound sleepy, man,” Johnny Omar cracked. “Didn’t know
hard men like you ever went to sleep.” He apparently had made a joke
because now he was laughing hard.

I sat up in bed and wiped the back of my hand across my eyes.
“I take it there is a reason you called me, Johnny,” I said in an

annoyed tone, trying to get my eyes to focus.
“Yeah, bro’,” he said with a chuckle. “You wanted me to locate

some guys yesterday. Well I thinks I found them.”
Now I was fully awake.
“You aren’t jerking my chain are you, Johnny?” I said firmly.
“’Course not, man!” he shot back. “Believe me, I ain’t in the mood



for playing no games. What I got is straight dope.” He started laughing
again. “Not to be funny and all, but what I got is good. I got real good
sources. You want it or not?”

“You know I do, Omar,” I said flatly.
He snickered.
“Alright, man, here go…”
I listened without comment for three minutes and when the dope

pusher finished I asked a couple of questions, then thanked him and
hung up.

I had names, and possible locations.
Now someone was going to hurt for hurting Dee. The thing that

kept bothering me though was the feeling I kept getting that there was
more going on than I knew, and ordinarily that wouldn’t bother me. I
usually tried to keep my focus limited and concentrate on one mission
at a time. Here I was doing that by concentrating on finding the men
who were believed to have assaulted Dee. Unfortunately I now
believed that when I found these men it would not end there.

Something else was going on here and I was getting a sinking
suspicion that it had something to do with the Excelsior Group. It was
time to start looking into them and see what dirt there might be
lurking in the shadows at the modeling firm. Too early to make the call
I needed to, but not too early to go out and find the men Johnny Omar
had just told me about.

I climbed out of bed and dropped down to the floor to do a few
sets of pushups and sit-ups, then I’d go into the bathroom and wash
up before dressing and heading out.

Suddenly my mood was both cheerful and darker at the same
time. I was a man of constant contradictions, and a damned handsome
one at that, I thought, glancing at the mirror as I stood and headed
into the bathroom.

The heavy bags under my red eyes not withstanding.



Chapter 31

I went by the Broward County Sheriff’s station up in Hollywood to
check in with Detective Murphy, just because, but she wasn’t in and
the deputy I talked to was not all that helpful. Nonetheless, I thanked
her anyway and went on my way. It was mainly a courtesy call; I
hadn’t really expected much to come of it, just killing time really.

By nine a.m. it was late enough for me to make the call I needed to
make. The person I had to call was in the central time zone and
hopefully would be in his office by now. I was calling his cell phone so
if he wasn’t I should get him anyway. I was in my car out in the
visitors’ parking lot outside the sheriff’s station when I dialed the
number and waited for the line to ring. It was picked up after three.

“So I see you haven’t lost my number,” said Lieutenant Colonel
William Edwin Jordon III of the United States Air Force. “Hey,
Derrick, been a while.”

“Yes it has, Will,” I said to my old Air Force buddy. “Good to hear
your voice. Sorry it’s been this long.”

“No problem,” he said. “Been kind of busy myself. Didn’t get that
slot with the Tactical Intervention Squadron in Germany that I told
you about last time we talked. They kept me at the 703rd in Eglin as
the permanent C.O. And it’s kept me hopping. What’s up with you?”

“Same as always,” I told him, glancing around and watching as
people entered and departed the sheriff’s building. “Keeping busy in
the private sector and not missing my old job one bit.”

Will chuckled.
“As I told you before, Derrick, old pal, there’s always a slot open

for you if you ever want to come back. You know we take civilians now,
and with your experience you’d start off in a much more senior
position.”

I chuckled without humor.



“My days with the OSI and anything remotely official are over my
friend. I like not working for the government, and not taking orders I
don’t want to take.”

Will laughed a little.
“I hear what you’re saying, buddy. There are days when I wish I

could chuck all this. Little less than two years and I’ll have my twenty.
Thinking about packing it in then myself. Probably not going to make
full bird any time soon. Don’t know if I want it anymore either.”

“What are you thinking about doing if you retire?” I asked.
“Well I’ve actually been giving that some thought,” he replied.

“Might go private like you, only not independent. Maybe go to work for
one of those security firms that seem to be making a lot of money all
over the world these days. Maybe one of them could use the talents
and services of an ex-AFOSI senior officer with a couple decades of
experience. Not really certain. My wife and I will talk it over a lot
before I retire. And who knows, things might change on the promotion
front and I might stay. Never know. So what’s up with you, Derrick? I
can tell by the sound of your voice that this is not strictly a social call.
Least of all this early in the morning. Are you in Birmingham?”

“No,” I told him. “Right now I’m in Hollywood, Florida sitting
outside the Broward County Sheriff’s station.”

“Well that’s a hell of a coincidence,” Will said. “Because right now
I’m sitting in the outer office of the base commander down at
Homestead waiting to go into a meeting with him and the local OSI
Detachment C.O. Means we aren’t all that far apart. Why are you
here?”

I told him as quickly as I could. There was a long pause
afterwards, as I knew there would be because back when I had first
known Dee, Will knew her too, and liked her.

“Christ,” he said finally. “Is she gonna be alright?”
“That’s the question,” I told him. “She’s got the best doctors and

they’re doing what they can, but it’s still touch and go. Her dad’s at the
hospital now, along with some friends of hers. I’ve also got somebody
keeping watch on the place around the clock, in addition to the
Broward deputies and somebody from the security staff at the
modeling agency she’s under contract with.”



“So you aren’t taking any chances,” Will said. “Which I should
have known. So how can I help?”

“Well if I’d known you were out of town I might not have
bothered,” I said.

“It’s not a problem,” he said. “No matter where I am I’m
connected to my office by secure laptop. I can handle pretty much
whatever I have to. You tell me what you need and I’ll make it happen.
I don’t like something like this happening to a friend of mine,
regardless of how long it’s been since I’ve seen her. So once again, tell
me what you need.”

“I need you to run a complete check on the Excelsior Group, and
everybody in it or associated with it. From the president on down, and
in particular, the security department. That guy I saw yesterday at the
hospital just didn’t look right to me. Asian, maybe Korean. Name of
Kang. Didn’t get anymore than that.”

“Alright,” Will said. “I’ll have my adjutant handle this while I’m in
my meeting. They’re calling me now. Might take most of the day,
depending on volume, but you’ll have something soon, probably later
this evening if we can manage.”

“Fine, Will,” I said. “And I really appreciate this.”
“Don’t mention it,” he said. “This is for Dee. And you be careful,

Derrick. When I’m done here I’ll get in touch. I’m supposed to be
attending a series of area security meetings over the next few days
while I’m here but if you need another hand, don’t hesitate to call.
Please.”

“Thanks, Will,” I said. “Talk to you later.”
He said good bye and hung up. I slipped the phone back into the

holder on my belt and started the car’s engine. Now it was time to go
to Opa-Locka and look for a couple of thugs.



Chapter 32

It was ten o’clock when I pulled into the parking lot of the Arabian
Bar and Package Store on NW 27th Avenue in Opa-Locka. Despite the
time of day, the place appeared to be doing some business, as I had
been told it would be. Mostly hardcore drinkers and dope heads that
were looking to score. I had also been told that one or maybe two
people I had been inquiring about might also be here at this time of
day. I’d know soon enough.

I parked in a space near the back of the building and sat for a few
minutes, absently glancing around me and taking in the scenery. Not
very impressive, and kind of depressive, but hey, it was still lovely
South Florida. Okay, not so lovely here as in other parts.

I climbed out of the car and locked it, taking a few moments to
stretch my back as I surveyed the area one more time. I was wearing
shades but decided to take them off and put them in my pocket. This
was the kind of place where you wanted people to see your eyes, see
what was in them, and decide that it was better not to fuck around
with you.

Inside the Arabian the air was stale and thick with a pungent odor.
Cigar and cigarette smoke was thick everywhere too. I guess they had
never heard of a no-smoking section. What the hell, I thought as I
entered and headed toward the back of the bar. There were maybe a
dozen people inside at various tables and booths, most sitting alone,
drinking and watching everyone else. There were two people at the
bar, a man and a woman, not together, sitting maybe three stools
apart, both with some kind of alcoholic beverage in front of them.

I sat two spaces down from the woman, a hard looking brunette
maybe in her late forties. The fat bartender waddled over with a dirty
towel over his left shoulder and asked me what I wanted to drink. This
was not the kind of place where you didn’t order alcohol so I told him



to bring me a Scotch neat and he nodded and waddled back over to
make it.

I turned on the stool and stared out at the other inhabitants of the
bar. None appeared to fit the descriptions I had been given and when
the bartender returned I turned back around as he set the drink down
on the bar in front of me. He told me the price and I pulled out a bill,
sliding it across to him. He glanced down at it and frowned, telling me
he couldn’t make change for a hundred. I told him to keep it, let me
run a tab, I might be there for a while waiting on some friends. He
nodded this time and scooped up the bill, going away.

I left the drink untouched and turned back around to stare at the
bar. After a while I noticed the woman staring at my drink. I glanced at
her a moment, then reached back and slid it over to her. She eyed me
suspiciously for almost ten seconds before lifting the drink to her
mouth and finishing it in one swallow. The bartender stared at me and
I nodded, indicating he should bring her another, which he did
without fuss.

I realized this was probably not a good idea, the woman would
more than likely think I was trying to pick her up, but having her as
my beard might not make me seem so odd and out of place. Then
again, maybe it would, considering how I was dressed and the fact that
I wasn’t drinking. Didn’t really matter. I was going to sit here and wait
for as long as I had to, unless I got information from another source
that was more promising.

Three drinks later the brunette scooted over to the stool next to
mine, breathing foul breath at me, leaning close and touching my arm.
She thanked me for the drinks with badly slurred words. I told her not
to worry about it, that I was waiting for some friends. She told me that
she would like to be my friend. Just great, I thought. Someone had
once said a man can never have too many friends.

I turned and smiled at the woman, about to say something that I
hoped would put her off, when out of the corner of my eye a very
unpleasant looking dark skinned black man with bad teeth and
balding scalp came in and yelled a greeting to everyone and almost no
one yelled back. He laughed badly and sashayed up to the bar like he
owned the place. I could see the expression in the bartender’s eyes



shift from apathy to disdain on the instant as he watched the man sit
down and lean his thick forearms on the bar.

This was German Yost, one of the men I had been waiting to see,
one of the men I had come to suspect had assaulted Deana Eddington
the evening before last.

It was odd how calm I was at this moment, inside I was absolutely
cold. No anger could be found anywhere in me. This was the clearest
indication that Mr. Yost was in grave and imminent danger. Mortal
danger in fact.

Instead of blowing the woman off, I now had to play up to her. I
had the bartender bring her another drink and he was glad to ignore
Yost, despite the man’s repeated instructions in a very loud and
obnoxious voice to bring him a drink. Once the bartender had brought
my lady her double vodka, he reluctantly turned to Yost and got him a
beer.

Yost spun on his stool and glared out at everyone else, spilling
some of the beer down the front of his dirty shirt. He laughed,
bellowed really, and started speaking loudly to a few people who did
their best to ignore him. I was getting the feeling that not too many
people cared for Mr. Yost. Not really all that surprising considering his
brash and abusive manner. I knew I didn’t care for him. However, at
the moment I was wondering if his buddy was coming soon or at all
today. I wanted to see them both together; but if I had no other choice,
German Yost and I would have our conversation separately first, then
I’d find Mr. Rocky Reinhold and have a talk with him as well.

Twenty minutes later I knew this would not be necessary. A white
male in his late forties, compact and well-muscled, strolled into the
bar and glanced around just like he owned the place too. And nobody
seemed particularly glad to see him either, especially not the
bartender. But German Yost was smiling, and he waved Rocky
Reinhold over to the table he had taken near the side window across
from the bar. Reinhold took off his white cowboy hat as he went over
to the table, yelling to the bartender and demanding a beer; and
another for his friend.

Once again I was completely cold and calm. No emotions involved
at all. The targets had been located. Now I’d just sit back and watch,



and pick my moment for that, ah, conversation.
I bought the brunette yet another drink, hoping she would get

sloshed enough soon to pass out. I really didn’t want to hurt her
feelings by rejecting her advances, but if it came to it I’d have no
choice.

As she took a long pull off of her new concoction, I cast a
surreptitious glance at the two bruisers sitting across from the bar.
They seemed to be in a really jovial mood, completely happy with
themselves and their lives. I’d have to see what I could do about
changing this in the not too distant future.

Amazing how this thought really cheered me up.



Chapter 33

Yost and Reinhold stayed in the Arabian Bar for a couple hours,
drinking beer after beer and generally annoying everyone in sight—in
general. Luckily for me my companion became too loaded up and put
her head down on the bar and took a nap. I slipped the bartender
another hundred to ignore her, which he seemed only too happy to do.
Probably wished he could ignore his two least favorite customers too,
but they were making that difficult.

Since the bartender was comfortable with me now I ordered a
couple ginger ales and sipped them as I leaned against the bar
watching an array of patrons stumble in and out, all with that same
look of hopeless desperation about them that was really depressing.
The only people in the whole bar who seemed to have any joy
whatsoever in their lives were Yost and Reinhold. Bully for them.

Around half past noon they decided to pay their tab and leave, and
much to the delight of all concerned. I left a twenty to cover my sodas
and the bartender nodded, then I casually strolled outside and
watched as Yost and Reinhold took off from the bar heading east on
foot. There weren’t all that many people around on these streets right
now and it might be a little conspicuous to follow them on foot, so I
went back and got in my car and headed out after them, paralleling the
streets that they took, holding up and waiting for them to pass before
continuing up to the next intersection on my block.

A couple of times they changed direction and I had to scramble to
find them again. They stopped twice and talked with some
streetwalkers, but then moved on after apparently striking out. I guess
the ladies had some standards at least.

Twenty minutes went by, then thirty-five, and I noticed they were
starting to double back. They didn’t seem all that bright and I doubted
they were checking for a tail, but nonetheless I hung back further just



to make sure they didn’t spot me. When they took Ahmad Street I
continued on up the block and took Kalandar, turning north. The
name of the next street made me smile. Sesame Street. Only this didn’t
look like the Sesame Street I had watched on TV while growing up.
Mostly it was lined with houses and a few buildings that all needed
some good painting and carpentry work done, and probably never
would receive it.

I saw Yost and Reinhold reach the intersection of Ahmad and
Sesame and instead of continuing straight, they turned. I kept going
over to the next block and circled around to Ahmad, coming to a stop
at the intersection with Sesame, just in time to see my two new pals on
the right hand side of the street entering a brick house with a roof that
was half sunk above front porch. They went in and shut the door.
Apparently they were home. And thinking of this place as home was a
really depressing thought.

Time to sit and surveil for a while, see if they stayed inside or left
again.

While I was waiting I’d call the hospital and check on Dee, make
sure everything was going okay there.

My first call was to Jason Eddington and he told me there was no
significant change in his daughter’s condition, however, later on today
the doctor had said she would be moved to a private room on the CCU
floor. This would make her individual care easier he told me. Yes it
would, I thought, and it would make it easier for her to be isolated.
After a few minutes of routine conversation I hung up and called
Kimiko Tanaka. She told me she had already overheard news of the
move and had already taken the liberty of locating the room in which
Dee was to be placed. The former Koancho operator was as thorough
and efficient as I knew she would be. My only instructions to her were
to do whatever she thought necessary to keep her principal safe.
Kimiko told me she would and would also pass on a thorough brief to
Reuven when he showed up to relieve her at six.

After I hung up I leaned back in my seat and watched the house
Reinhold and Yost had entered, remembering just how much I hated
surveillance work. In this case not as much as others because I knew
what the payoff was going to be, and that somehow made my time



sitting idle seem less boring.
While I sat I continually tightened and released my muscles,

keeping them agile and flexible, ready.
It wouldn’t be long now.
Probably.



Chapter 34

They ordered a pizza which was delivered around eight, just as the
sun was setting for the day. The delivery kid didn’t seem all that happy
with his tip but he didn’t seem to want to complain to the shirtless
Rocky Reinhold as he stood in the doorway smiling arrogantly. The
boy left and Reinhold went back into the house. I guess they were
staying in for the evening. Good.

I waited two more hours until ten and no one entered or left the
house. The waiting was over. This wouldn’t be anything fancy. No
covert entry in black-suit. Just straightforward and brutal. These guys
weren’t subtle and I didn’t intend to be either. Before I got out of my
car I did switch the ringer off on my cell phone and take my blazer off,
pulling my shirt out to cover my weapons as best I could. It was dark
now and that helped.

I stretched my arms and back a few times before walking around
the corner and crossing to the other side of the street just as a car
turned the corner on the opposite side of the block and drove by me.
After a quick survey of the porch roof I carefully stepped up and
around the sagging parts and moved to the front door. There was a
rickety screen door and I pulled it open, afraid that it might come off
in my hand. I knocked on the door loudly because I could hear music
coming from inside the house somewhere and wanted to make sure
those inside heard me.

Apparently they did because I heard the loud and raspy voice of
German Yost saying hold on, and once the music went down he asked
who it was. I did not reply verbally, simply banged on the door once
again. This earned loud cussing and I heard heavy footsteps
approaching the door. A few moments later, without even glancing
through the peephole, German Yost opened the front door and glared
out at me. He wore a torn A-neck undershirt that used to be white and



his huge belly hung over the belt of the dark colored trousers he had
on. He wasn’t wearing shoes and his feet looked repugnant; as did the
rest of him.

“Fuck you wont knockin’ on my do’ this time of night, nigga?” he
challenged, used to intimidating people with his manner.

My response was an extended knuckle strike to his throat which
caused him to gag and double up. Without wasting a second, I quickly
shoved him back into the house and shut the door behind me, turning
the lock on the knob.

Yost was holding his throat in both hands, his eyes bulging and
watering. I looked over to the sofa against the side wall where Rocky
Reinhold lay stretched out, his hand across his stomach. He sat bolt
upright when he saw me come in and slam the door. His feet hit the
floor and he sprung up.

“Fuck is this?” he demanded. “Fuck is you, boy?”
I was on him fast, a heel-palm to the gut, followed up quickly with

an elbow to the side of the face that knocked him back down to the
sofa. Behind me I sensed movement, realizing that Yost had recovered
enough to be a problem. Before I could turn he had grabbed me from
behind in a fierce bear-hug, attempting to lift me off the ground while
simultaneously crushing the life out of me.

He was as strong as an ox and no doubt fueled by rage and anger,
however, I’ve been doing things like this for a lot of years now, and
even teach personal combat tactics, so it wasn’t too hard to free myself.

I simply became deadweight in his arms so he couldn’t lift me,
then I sank low enough to loosen his grip. Once that was done it was a
small matter to throw him off balance, raise up a little, bend forward a
little, then toss him across my left shoulder and slam him very hard
into the hardwood floor; and just for good measure I drove a fist into
his solar plexus, causing him to gag once more.

By this time Rocky Reinhold was ready to play again. Already on
his feet, he was turning red with anger, raising his fists like a boxer.

I stepped away from Yost and stood with my hands down by my
sides, appearing completely defenseless, at least to an idiot. And
apparently Rocky Reinhold is an idiot.

He came at me with his best Mohammad Ali impersonation; threw



combinations of jabs, hooks, and crosses, all of them easily blocked or
avoided. One time he did get pretty close with a kidney punch, but I
had been hit harder before by people who actually knew what they
were doing. I rolled away from the blow and landed a chop against the
side of his neck that caused him to choke. Then I got in another elbow
and a roundhouse kick to his stomach that doubled him over. My next
elbow shot was to the back of his neck and that drove him down to the
floor flat on his stomach and next to his partner.

As I stepped back I was breathing a little heavily, a couple beads of
perspiration forming on my bald skull. I took a couple of deep breaths
and quickly scanned the interior of the house that I could see from
where I stood. Not much to look at. The same could be said of the two
men on the floor in front of me.

I reached under my shirt and removed a Glock, then did a quick
check of the rest of the house. When I returned both men were trying
to help one another up. I moved over to the sofa and sat down in front
of them, casually pointing my forty-five in their direction.

“No need to get up, fellas,” I said in an amiable voice that did not
match the inhumanly devoid expression in my eyes. “We’re going to sit
and have a chat. And I should tell you this, the second either of you lies
to me, you will both experience pain unlike anything either of you has
ever experienced before in your miserable lives.”

They each stared at me as hard as they could manage, trying to
show me they weren’t frightened. They did not succeed, though Yost
was better at faking it than Reinhold. And this earned him a smack in
the mouth with the barrel of my Glock, for openers. Something told
me he was the bigger brute. He seemed to enjoy being mean and
hurting people. Or perhaps I was just projecting.

“Now,” I said in the same sociable tone, sitting back and getting
comfortable as Yost held his bloody mouth in both hands. “Let’s talk
about why two nights ago you two gents beat up a friend of mine and
put her in the hospital in very serious and critical condition.”



Chapter 35

During my careers as an OSI special agent and a private
bodyguard I have encountered a lot of unpleasant people who have
done a number of unpleasant things to other people. And through
them I have learned some very nasty things about inflicting pain on
human beings, things that I do not normally condone, approve of, or
use. However, tonight, for two very special people, I am making
exceptions.

Like most bullies, neither Yost nor Reinhold could stand that
much pain. Oh, they liked dishing it out just fine, but they couldn’t
take the experience themselves for very long. The first thing I did was
gag and tie them up back-to-back in the middle of the living room floor
and then douse them with cold water. After that a few reasonably
sharp knives from the kitchen and some wires ripped out from a table
lamp were all it took. They were talking inside twenty minutes. The
unfortunate thing was they didn’t know much. As I had suspected, this
was a contract job. Somebody got in touch, offered them a grand each
to do a job, and they did it. They made it clear that they weren’t
supposed to kill her, only mess her up badly, which they had done
quite well. They didn’t know who had hired them, the job and money
came through an intermediary, a bookie they did work for from time to
time.

The questioning and the pain continued for an hour, but I was
reasonably sure they didn’t know more than they told me. The bravado
had long since left both men. My next stop then would have to be the
bookie. The only question now was what did I do with these two. My
plan had been to kill them, they deserved no less, but then I started
having second thoughts. Killing didn’t bother me in the least, and I
had done it quite a few times in my life. Yet for some reason or other it
just didn’t sit right with me to simply execute these two thugs. And



this really, really pissed me off! They were hired help, and idiots, I
wanted who had ordered the attacks. The person or persons really
responsible for Dee’s pain.

You know, scruples and morals can rear their ugly heads at the
most inopportune times.

Shit!
I couldn’t call the cops either because they would more than likely

arrest me for my conduct this evening. Couldn’t let that happen.
So after careful consideration, and some more ass-kicking, I used

an old cleaver I found in the kitchen to cut the thumbs off both of their
right hands and dropped them in the kitchen garbage disposal in the
sink, leaving them bleeding on the floor and crying like babies. If they
chose to go to the hospital they could come up with some story on
their own. Maybe the cops would become involved and they would get
picked up for something or other. For the time being it was the best I
could do. I had a bookie to go and find. Maybe I’d change my mind
later and come back; at the very least for their other thumbs!

Maybe.
I was halfway across the street at a quarter to midnight when my

cell phone buzzed. Will Jordon.
I sat down in the front seat of the car and answered just before it

switched over to voicemail.
“Keeping late hours, huh, Colonel?” I said.
A tired chuckle down the line.
“No rest for the wicked,” Will replied. “Now listen up, Derrick, I

got a lot of stuff to tell you. I would have you meet me somewhere but I
gotta get up early for a meeting with a two star in the morning.”

I shut up and listened, watching the house where I’d left the two
semi-thumbless leg-breakers lying on the floor. No ambulance came
and neither man left the house. Maybe they’d try to treat their wounds
themselves. That’d be good. Maybe they’d get infected and die. Hope
springs eternal.

Will went on for quite some time and I tried to absorb everything.
Apparently his adjutant had been quite busy today. Probably a young
lieutenant bucking for promotion.

And bureaucracy marches on.



Chapter 36

The Excelsior Group had been in operation for about four and a
half years. It wasn’t one of the biggest modeling agencies in the state,
but it was quite successful. Many of its talents were well represented
among the glamour elite and some were even household names.
Contracts with major designers around the world kept the models
busy, and the money rolling in. Excelsior had been profitable almost
from the day its doors opened and there seemed to be no end in sight.

The current president and CEO was the company’s co-founder,
Jennifer Stockbridge, a thirty-eight year old former model from
Pennsylvania who had started out her life working in marketing, but
soon was discovered by a talent scout in her early twenties and let the
life take her over. She worked for a number of the larger agencies and
was featured in layouts all across North America and Europe
throughout her twenties.

As Ms. Stockbridge started to get older, her looks did not fade, but
her ambition made her strive for something more, a desire to get into
the business side of the business, to take control. She did a little work
as a designer, and while doing this started recruiting models she felt
could best represent her designs. After that it was a quick transition
into talent scout and she soon found herself working as a program
manager for a major fashion house in New York. Her association with
this house lasted just under two years and she had managed to rise to
a vice presidency before deciding to strike out on her own.

Jennifer Stockbridge moved to South Florida and less than a year
later Excelsior was born. Quite a success story for someone so young
in such a tough business, but there was no doubt she had what it took
to be a top businesswoman, and was one of the best.

Will continued by giving me a rundown on the other executives of
the company, all with vast and varying experiences in the field of



fashion, and then he came to the security staff.
The current Director of Security Operations was a man named

Marc Warring. Age 42, a former U.S. Marine officer with eight years
experience in Recon Operations and FAST Company, the Corps’ elite
Fleet Anti-Terrorism Security Team. Warring had a deep background
in tactical and security operations and had seen combat on more than
one occasion. His career in the Marines ended unexpectedly during
the mid-nineties on a tour of duty in Bosnia, something to do with a
number of unexplained deaths of civilians in his area of operation.
Although no official charges were ever filed, he did receive a general
discharge and this had hurt his chances of getting into civilian law
enforcement later. And for that reason he ended up in private security,
working for a number of large corporations, but never being able to
advance to any positions of real power because of his military record.
Then three years ago he somehow comes in contact with Excelsior and
soon finds himself being hired on as head of security. Immediately
following this he starts to recruit some of the most highly qualified and
deadly members of the profession into his service and builds quite an
effective team. In the modeling and fashion business there are always
issues that need to be resolved quickly and quietly—stalkers,
blackmailers, extortionists—and Warring and his people have been
known to be most thorough in the performance of their duties. One of
his key operators and trusted right hand is a former South Korean
Army Special Forces trooper named Kang Ree. This was the fellow I
had seen outside CCU the day before. His exploits were apparently
legendary in the Special Forces world, but rumor has it that he had run
afoul somewhere because he was no longer welcome in his native land,
and now he was working as a second banana in a fashion security
department. The other members of the security team had similar
backgrounds and each of them seemed just as out of place with their
current employment. But they made a lot of money.

When Will finished I took a minute to absorb everything he had
told me. He waited.

“Strange group of people to have working for a fashion modeling
firm,” I finally said. “And not just with the security staff, some of the
executives are a little odd fitting as well.”



“Yeah,” Will said, and in that instant I realized he was still holding
something back, and he was teasing me.

“Alright,” I said, putting my head back against the headrest. “Out
with it.”

He chuckled.
“Yeah,” he said. “Best for last. First thing is that my adjutant really

is thorough. She managed to dig back through several years and came
up with some old arrest records. Records belonging to one Jennifer
Olivia Stockbridge. Two charges of prostitution when she was in her
early twenties. Seems that when she wasn’t making the money as a
model she sold her other talents on the side. This, sadly, I am told, is
not all that unusual with models when they’re down on their luck. So
anyway, Lieutenant Bentley kept digging and soon found that a
number of other members of Excelsior, models and management
types, all had criminal records, most of them old, but all for related
things. Prostitution, solicitation, pandering, you get the drift.”

“Yeah,” I said, not liking where this conversation was going one
bit. “I do. Go on, please.”

He did.
“Anyway, once I saw this I took a look myself and found that some

of the firms that Stockbridge had worked for before had been
suspected of being involved in running high-class call-girl rings, a
couple of them even got busted about five years ago but there was
enough money involved that they were able to keep it from the media
for the most part. But official records are harder to expunge, and
nearly impossible if a person knows where to look.”

“So you’re saying that Excelsior is a front for a prostitution ring?”
I said, closing my eyes.

“Not exactly,” Will said. “It’s a legitimate modeling firm, there’s no
doubt about that according to the IRS. But I do believe that there’s
more going on in that place than modeling and fashion. I should tell
you this too. I discovered that there is an ongoing FBI investigation
into Excelsior and its activities. One of the reasons it took me so long
to get back to you is that I had to speak with a local FBI agent about it
before I could mention it to you. She isn’t happy that I’ve been
snooping around her turf, but we’ve worked together on a couple of



things before and we get along well enough. She’s agreed to meet with
you tomorrow to discuss the case. I told her you’re a civilian
consultant with my detachment, and a former agent yourself. You can
tell her whatever else you want. Wish I could go with you but I’m still
gonna be tied up with other things the next couple of days.”

I opened my eyes and sighed.
“I appreciate this, Will,” I told him. “And thank your adjutant for

me. This was not what I wanted to hear, but I guess I needed to.” I
paused and took a deep breath, then asked the question I knew I had
to.

Will was silent for a few seconds, and then sighed himself.
“Yes,” he said. “She’s been arrested three times on promoting

solicitation charges. Never went to court though.”
I shook my head tiredly and thanked him again, then clicked off

and dropped the phone on the seat beside me.
Life sucks sometimes, I thought. And I don’t know why this keeps

coming as such a surprise to me.
I started the car’s engine, put on my seatbelt, and then pulled out,

letting the car take me wherever it would. My plans for the rest of the
evening had changed. I needed to do some thinking, and get ready for
my meeting in the morning with FBI Supervisory Special Agent Mary
Anne Tellez.

Suddenly I was feeling more exhausted than I had been in a long
time, unfortunately I wasn’t really sleepy and in no mood to rest.

About forty minutes later I found myself pulling into the parking
deck attached to the Westin Diplomat in Hollywood. Well I guess the
car decided this was where I needed to be.

So here I was.



Chapter 37

Mary Anne Tellez was a very attractive woman for a fed, or for a
woman period. I put her age somewhere in the late thirties range, but
given her position within the FBI, she was probably in her early
forties. She dressed well in a tailored business suit and had the quiet
confidence of a woman who knew she could take care of herself. I saw
a wedding ring on her left hand and judging by the size of the
diamond, I’d say her husband did pretty well at whatever his job was.
Or maybe one or both of them had family money.

Supervisory Special Agent Tellez had shoulder length light brown
hair that perfectly framed her face. Her skin was tanned and healthy
looking, and her face, though lined in a few places, was very open and
charming.

We met in the first floor breakfast room of my hotel at nine o’clock
and shook hands, and then sat down while a waiter gave a quick run-
through of the morning’s breakfast specials. We both ordered and the
waiter went away.

“So Will tells me you and he used to work together as young
officers,” SSA Tellez said, eyeing me carefully, her hands folded
together and braced against the end of the table in front of her.

“Yes,” I said. “We did.”
“And now you’re a civilian consultant?” she said, her dark eyes

never leaving mine.
I paused, and then made a decision.
“Will just told you that to smooth things out,” I said. “Don’t blame

him; he was just doing a favor for me. Truth be told, he has been trying
to get me to come back as a consultant, but no, I’m not currently
employed that way. I’m a freelancer, working primarily as a protection
agent out of Birmingham, Alabama. I came here a couple weeks back
for a vacation, sort of. Then I ran into someone I used to know back



when I was in the Air Force. A secretary for a Navy admiral. She’s a
fashion model now, and an actress. A few days ago somebody attacked
her in her home and I’m trying to find out why. I contacted Will
because he’s got the connections I need and I asked him to check into
the modeling agency my friend works for, Excelsior, and when he did
he discovered, among other things, that the Bureau was looking into
the company as well.”

Mary Anne Tellez stared at me rigidly for nearly a minute, her
expression unreadable, and then she smiled and sat back, nodding to
herself. The waiter brought her coffee and the glass of cranberry juice I
had ordered, and then withdrew. She took a sip of her coffee and I
drank some juice. After a few moments she looked back at me.

“An honest man, Mr. Olin,” she said. “Very refreshing in my line of
work. I’m so used to having people lie to me it’s sometimes hard to
believe someone when they actually tell you the truth. Of course, you
could have simply lied to me and I probably never would have known
the difference. It’s not like I really could have found out if you were a
consultant to OSI or not. Being a former agent you would be a likely
candidate.” She paused and had more coffee. “Nonetheless, you were
honest and I appreciate that. And I won’t hold it against Will. Not this
time. So your friend must be Deana Eddington?”

“Yes,” I said. “You heard about her?”
She nodded.
“Of course. It was all over the news. But that is not why I’m

familiar with Ms. Eddington, or the Excelsior Group. How much do
you know?”

“Very little,” I told her. “I have some suspicions, and from what
Will told me about some of the people who work for Excelsior, I can
guess some other stuff. Is that why the Bureau is investigating them?”

“Depends on what you mean,” SSA Tellez said, glancing around
briefly before turning her attention back on me. “For some time it has
been quite clear to a number of law enforcement agencies here in
Florida and elsewhere that Excelsior is more than simply a modeling
and fashion agency. However, they do quite well in those fields too.
Although relatively small, they are known internationally. And we at
the Bureau believe that one of the reasons for this is because of their



side business, which is the trading of sex for money. In other words, it
is a high-class prostitution network. The finest models from all over
the world are being used to turn tricks for some of the most powerful
people from all over the world. At least that’s what we suspect, based
on a lot of circumstantial evidence.”

I felt my stomach tighten and my throat go dry. I took another sip
of my juice and tried not to choke while swallowing.

“I know this might be hard for you to hear, considering your
friend and all, but we believe that it is a requirement for all of the
women who work for Excelsior to engage in this side service. If they
don’t want to then they don’t work. However, it is our understanding
also that most of them don’t have a choice after they’ve been in it for a
while. The security staff of Excelsior is more about keeping the girls in
line than about providing for their protection. They operate more like
enforcers. And if you know anything about their respective
backgrounds, then you know this is not all that far beyond their
collective experience.”

“So the Bureau is investigating a high-class hooker ring?” I said.
“Seems a little beyond the pale for you guys with so much other stuff
going on these days.”

SSA Tellez nodded.
“It is,” she said. “And as I indicated, we have known about the

activities of Excelsior, and several others, for quite some time. This is a
crime, though not one in which we would ordinarily expend resources
to deal with, preferring to leave it to local law enforcement. But with
Excelsior we began to get hints that something else might be going on,
something that we could not ignore.”

The waiter arrived and set our meals down in front of us, asking if
we needed anything else, which we did not, then he departed.

“So what was it?” I asked, ignoring my breakfast.
SSA Tellez pushed hers aside as well and leaned forward on the

table, her eyes directly focused on mine.
“Human trafficking,” she said.
Christ!
“Over the past couple of years a number of lesser known models

began to disappear. Sometimes missing persons reports were filed,



sometimes not. Sadly many young women who don’t make it in the
business fall from view and not many people care. Some go home and
try to start over doing something else, many do not. For those who
don’t, many of them end up turning tricks on the streets, and a lot of
those end up as junkies or worse. And to be honest with you, up until
the disappearance of a young woman from Scarsdale, Arizona four
months ago, nobody in the Bureau really cared at all about any of this.
The only reason anyone cares now is because the young woman in
question was the daughter of an old college roommate of the current
deputy attorney general. He called in a favor and that got the Bureau
involved. It’s been a long trek but it eventually led to my field office
and the Excelsior Group. I won’t go into all the details; most of it is
irrelevant anyway. But I will tell you this, we believe the girl is dead.
Our investigation shows that she was sent out of the country, to
somewhere in the Middle East. A number of the girls who get involved
in things like this end up there. And a good number of them eventually
end up dead. We’ve got agents overseas working that angle as
discreetly as possible. Nothing definitive so far, maybe not ever. And
for that reason we have expanded our investigation into Excelsior.”

“Are you close to anything yet?” I asked.
SSA Tellez exhaled and shook her head.
“Not yet. Little things, but nothing that can get us a warrant, or

haul anybody in for questioning. And with Marc Warring and his boys
keeping a clamp on everything, it’ll be nearly impossible to get anyone
to talk. Right now we’re really going nowhere fast with this. We are
helping the local police look into the assault on Ms. Eddington. I’ve
spoken with the lead detective on the case.”

“Kellie Murphy,” I said.
“Yes,” she said. “You know her.”
“We’ve met,” I said. “She hasn’t been nearly as helpful as you.”
SSA Tellez smiled.
“We’re a kindler gentler Bureau these days,” she said.
I liked her smile, it made her even more beautiful, and for a

moment I began to wonder what she’d be like in bed; or on a nice
fluffy easy chair… An entirely inappropriate line of thinking at this
moment, but a welcome change of pace, if only for a moment.



“But so far we haven’t been able to be of much assistance there
either,” SSA Tellez went on. “Witnesses gave some vague descriptions
of a couple of guys who were in the building Monday afternoon, but so
far we’ve had no luck finding the right guys. And neither have the
cops.”

I nodded, thinking of Yost and Reinhold and wondering what they
had done about their thumbs, then put them out of my mind.

“So why was Dee attacked?” I said, suddenly breathing in the
aroma of the food in front of me and becoming very hungry. “She’s a
part of the prostitution ring, right? So why was she attacked? And was
she attacked by order of someone at Excelsior?”

“We’d like to know that as well,” Tellez said. “If it was ordered by
someone in Excelsior, more than likely it would come from
Stockbridge. Everything we have suggests she has a tight reign on
everything inside that company. Nothing gets done without her order;
and her chief enforcer, Warring, is there to make sure the orders are
carried out with brutal effect. So if it was done at her behest, why was
it done?”

“Could Dee have learned something she wasn’t supposed to?” I
said. “Or was it something else?”

“No way of knowing,” she said. “Not until she wakes up and can
talk. If she was beaten on orders from Stockbridge, then it was
probably more of a message to the other girls and employees, a signal
that they should stay in line.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “And there’s this big Korean guy named Kang
Ree who’s been assigned to the hospital, ostensibly to keep a watch on
Dee for her protection. But I could tell all the other women were
frightened to death of him. And now I suspect why. He’s not really
there for Dee’s protection, he’s there to watch them.”

“Probably,” Tellez said, picking up her fork and digging it into her
eggs. “But you know it still is kind of odd for them to do it this way. In
taking her out of action right before a big photo shoot they cost
themselves business. From what I understand, none of the other girls
went up to Orlando for that job after the assault on Ms. Eddington.”

“Yeah,” I said. “It was postponed. And since it was a week long you
know that’s a lot of money.”



“A great deal of money,” Tellez said, then had a bite of her eggs.
“We need to get somebody on the inside to talk, find out exactly

what’s going on. And we need to do this quickly.”
“I agree,” she said, patting her mouth with her cloth napkin. “But

that is easier said than done. There are rules that I have to follow as a
federal agent, as I’m sure you’re aware, having been one at one time
yourself.”

I nodded, smiling a little, picking up my glass and finishing the
last of my juice.

“But it’s lucky for you, Supervisory Special Agent Tellez, that I am
no longer a federal agent and not bound by the same rules and
restrictions as yourself.”

Mary Anne Tellez smiled again and had another bite of her eggs.
I asked the waiter for more juice and then started in on my

breakfast. When we finished, I walked SSA Tellez out to her car in the
visitors’ section on the second level of the parking deck and we
exchanged cell phone numbers. As she drove off, I stood and watched
the tail lights of her government sedan, remembering a time a long
while ago when I’d driven a similar one.

I never would again though.
And at times like this I was very glad of that.
I went up to the third level and got into my car. There was now a

new focus to my mission, and this one was not nearly as unpleasant as
the course I had initially plotted.

I was actually smiling as I exited the parking deck and turned
South on South Ocean Drive.

But the smile was very cold.



Chapter 38

When I got to the hospital and went up to the Critical Care Unit a
nurse directed me to the private rooms section of the floor where Dee
had been transferred yesterday. As expected, I found a Broward
County deputy outside the room, and the South Korean security man
from Excelsior. Further down the hall, sitting on a chair outside what
appeared to be a linen closet, was Kimiko Tanaka, once again dressed
in a dark business suit and appearing to be engrossed in a book. I
wasn’t sure how she’d managed to get the setup she had, but knew she
was a resourceful sort and was confident she had told the hospital
something, or maybe they didn’t see her. I had known Kimiko for quite
a while and sometimes it did seem as though she could blend in so well
as to almost be invisible. Whatever it was didn’t matter much, as long
as she was here.

The deputy stopped me at the door and asked for ID. I showed
him some then he checked with Dee’s father inside the room and got
clearance for me to enter. Kang Ree didn’t even glance at me as I
passed him, just stood impassively with his large callused hands down
by his sides, indifferent.

I went inside and found Jason Eddington sitting beside his
daughter’s bed, a hand resting gently on her frail looking arm. Also in
the room was Anna Mesuda, the civil rights lawyer and Dee’s friend
and one-time cell mate. Anna stood up and came over to me, smiling a
little as she whispered a greeting.

“Good to see you again too,” I told her, glancing past her shoulder
at Dee, and hating what I saw. She was on life support, her face
covered by a plastic mask, tubes running everywhere. Suddenly I
wished I had killed Yost and Reinhold last night, and might still do it
before this was over.

“She’s doing about the same,” Anna told me. “The doctors still



haven’t seen any improvement. But the good news is there hasn’t been
any deterioration either. That’s encouraging at least. How are you
doing?”

I looked into her dark eyes for a moment.
“What do you mean?” I said.
She glanced over at Jason and Dee for a moment before looking

back at me.
“I imagine you’ve been out these past few days looking for

whoever hurt our friend. You’re that kind of man, I could tell that the
first time we met. You don’t sit around waiting for things to happen.
You go out and make them happen. No doubt the police will not be
happy with you.”

I smiled.
“Well I know a good local lawyer,” I said.
She grinned and touched my arm.
“You do,” she said. “And if you need my help, don’t hesitate to call.

Say, while you’re here I’m gonna go out and use the restroom and
make some calls. Most of the other girls have had to cut back on their
time here, work and all. I’ve been spending as much time as I can. My
schedule is the most flexible. Leisa is coming by in a couple hours, and
Debra Kenny will be back tonight.”

I nodded.
“Sure, no problem. Take your time. I’ll sit with Dee and Jason for

a while.”
Anna left and I went over and sat down in the chair next to Jason

Eddington and he glanced sideways at me, his hand still on Dee’s arm.
“I can’t stand seeing her like this, Derrick,” he said in a strained

voice that was full of fury and sorrow in equal measures. “I’m praying
that she wakes up soon, and that she is alright. That she’ll be my Dee
again.”

I reached over and touched his knee, offering silent support.
“I also want to wring the necks of the bastards that did this to

her,” he raged, his face suddenly reddening. “You making any progress
on that? I know the cops sure as hell aren’t. Every time I ask one of the
cops out there they give me bullshit. I called that Detective Murphy too
and she’s never in. I don’t know what’s going on, but I want to, and I



deserve to. This is my little girl they put in a coma. Somebody’s gotta
pay for that, goddamnit!”

“And they will, Jason,” I told him firmly, my voice low. “I promise
you that. I can’t go into details right now, but I’ll at least mention
something to you. And this is something that has to stay between the
two of us. No one else can ever know, okay?”

His eyes narrowed and he turned fully toward me, an anxious
expression coloring his face.

“Tell me,” he said.
“Alright,” I said, then gave him an edited version of the events of

last night, leaving out everything I had learned from Will and the FBI
about Excelsior, mainly letting him know that some small measure of
payback had been exacted for the wrong done to his daughter. This
seemed to cheer him up, especially when he heard the part about the
thumbs.”

“Should have been their cocks,” he whispered. “But I’ll take what I
can get. And you didn’t turn them over to the cops?”

“Couldn’t,” I said. “I’d be in more trouble right now than they
would be. They’ll get theirs soon enough though. I have no doubt
about that.”

“And now you’re looking for whoever hired them?” Jason said.
“Yeah,” I said. “And once I find that person I may have an idea

what this was all about.”
“You think the police should be told that somebody hired these

guys to beat Dee?”
“Right now I’m not really interested in what the police know or

don’t know. My main concern is finding out what happened to Dee and
why. That’s the only way we can make sure she is no longer in danger.
And that’s why I’ve got somebody here with her around the clock,
somebody I trust.”

Jason Eddington stared hard at me for several long moments, and
then he teared up and had to turn away. I took a deep breath and
slowly released it, once more glancing over at what little I could see of
Dee’s face, watching as her chest rose and fell with the aid of a
ventilator. I really had to get out of here soon.

Jason turned back to me, some of his resolve returned.



“Find out who hurt my girl, Derrick,” he said and sniffled.
“Whatever you have to do. Find out who was behind it and make sure
they can’t do it again. Promise me.”

“I promise, Jason,” I told him. “You have my word on it.”
The father nodded slowly and turned away, once again reaching

over and touching his daughter’s arm, the one that hadn’t been
broken. I sat for a while longer and then stood, going over to the
opposite side of the bed, careful not to get tangled up in any of the
tubes and wires, then leaned down and gently kissed Dee’s clammy
forehead. I stared down at her near lifeless body for a few more
moments, listening to all of the machines that were keeping her alive,
then stood once more and headed for the door, just as Anna Mesuda
was coming back in.

I said good bye to her, asking when Leisa Saxon was due, then
took my leave. Still a few hours before I could put my plan into action.
Gave me a little time to go do some scouting of the ground, lay some
plans. Always a good idea to do advance reconnaissance of hostile
ground before initiating contact.

At least that’s what Sun Tzu said in The Art of War.
Or was that Leo Tolstoy in War and Peace?
Sometimes I got those two confused.
It was Sun Tzu.
I knew this mainly because I’ve never actually read War and

Peace.



Chapter 39

Leisa Saxon’s shift sitting at the hospital ended at five and I
happened to be there at that time. Jason Eddington was not yet ready
to leave his daughter’s side but promised he’d leave in another hour or
two to return to his hotel and get some rest. I walked out with Leisa
and she was very quiet until we reached the parking deck. She was
parked on the eighth level, the same as me, and I walked her over to
her car. She hesitated while reaching into her purse for her keys and I
could tell she was barely holding herself together.

Suddenly she dropped her purse and hugged her arms around her
chest and leaned back against her car, sobbing. I stepped in and took
her in my arms and let her cry against me.

There were a couple of people happening by at the moment and
they stared at us briefly before continuing on toward the elevators.
After maybe five minutes Leisa started to sniffle, and pulled back a
little so she could wipe her nose on the back of her hand. She took off
her glasses and wiped tears from her eyes, sniffling some more as she
did so.

I reached into my back pocket and pulled out my handkerchief,
handing it to her. She finished wiping her eyes and nose, and then put
her glasses back on.

“God I needed that,” she said finally. “Sitting in there all day and
seeing my friend like that, trying to be strong for her and her father, it
just gets to be too much sometimes, you know?”

“Yeah,” I nodded. “I know. I hate seeing her like that too, and not
knowing if she’s gonna get any better.”

Leisa looked at me for a few moments, and then nodded.
“You’ve known her for a long time,” she said. “Longer than any of

us, except Jason, of course. This must really be hard on you, especially
since you only recently reconnected. I could tell how excited Dee was



about running into you again. I could tell that the day you met last
week. And she kept talking about you afterwards.”

Leisa paused, put a hand on my shoulder.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “That was insensitive. I’m sorry.”
I shook my head, forced a smile.
“Don’t worry about it. How are you feeling otherwise? No more

strange feelings at home?”
Leisa shook her head and smiled.
“No and I still feel like a fool for calling you the other night.”
“No need,” I told her. “It was understandable. Especially in light of

what had just happened to Dee. Didn’t bother me any. Glad to help.”
“And you did help,” she told me, squeezing my shoulder. “So are

making any progress looking into what happened to Dee?”
“Not really,” I told her. “I’ve been thinking that maybe I should

just let the cops handle it. I’ve been getting nowhere very slowly. Right
now I think I just need to take a break and maybe relax. I’m wound too
tight.”

Leisa nodded, her hand still on my shoulder.
“I can tell that by the tension in your shoulders,” she said with a

half smile. “I used to be a massage therapist. I can tell when
somebody’s too tense. Maybe you need a massage.”

I grinned.
“What?” she said.
“Oh nothing,” I told her. “It’s just that I’ve never had one before.”
“Really?” she said, surprised. “Well then you definitely need one.

And you know what?”
“What?” I said.
“Tonight you’re going to get one. You’re coming home with me.

I’ve got everything I need to give a good full-body massage at my place.
I still do them from time to time.”

“Really,” I protested. “That isn’t necessary. I’ll be fine.”
“I insist,” Leisa became firm. “It’s the least I can do to pay you

back for the other night, and for all you’ve done for Dee. Come on, you
need this, Derrick.”

I stared into her eyes for a few moments, feeling my resolve
melting.



“What about your daughter?” I said.
“She’s staying at my mom’s again tonight,” Leisa said.
And there it was.
Finally I nodded a little reluctantly and watched as she smiled.
Leisa got into her car and I went and got into mine and followed

her to Miami Gardens and to her place.
The operation was now afoot, and about to take a very interesting

turn.



Chapter 40

Although Leisa’s place was small, there was enough room in the
living room to set up the massage table she kept in her hall closet. I
just had to move a few things out of the way and then helped her set it
up. Once that was done she told me I could take off my clothes in the
front room while she went into the bedroom to change and get her
things together.

I was standing near the foot of the table about ten minutes later
when she came out of the back carrying some towels and a couple
bottles of oil. The outfit Leisa had on is what really caught my
attention though. It seemed more like something one might wear to
bed rather than dress for giving a massage, but then what did I really
know. She wore it well. Turquoise silk I think. Shorts and a matching
short sleeve top with several of the buttons undone, providing a
splendid view of her cleavage.

Leisa put the towels and other things down on the table and
smiled at me.

“If you’re not too shy you can take your shorts off too,” she said.
“I’ll cover you with a towel so you won’t get cold. It really is the best
way to get a massage. To be completely naked and relaxed.”

I stared back at her for a few seconds, and then nodded.
“Sure,” I said. “No problem.”
As Leisa laid her things out, I slipped my boxers off and tossed

them on the sofa with the rest of my clothes, then climbed up on the
table with as much dignity as I could muster, quickly rolling onto my
stomach. True to her word, Leisa slid a towel across my lower back
and buttocks then looked down and smiled.

“Now just close your eyes and relax, Derrick,” she said in a
soothing voice. “I’m going to take very good care of you. You’ll love
this, I promise.”



I nodded, getting comfortable, resting my head on my folded
arms, glancing back over my shoulder as she wet her hands with oil
and rubbed them together. She seemed expert at what she was doing, a
woman of many hidden talents.

I closed my eyes and waited.
After about a minute I felt slick hands start to slide across my back

with long and even strokes, going from my lower back all the way up to
my shoulders. The pressure was firm but not unbearable, actually kind
of pleasant. I groaned a little, feeling some knots in my middle back
start to loosen already. She really was good at this.

After a while Leisa began to concentrate on my shoulders and
upper back, paying particular attention to the trapezius region
between my shoulder blades, using a scooping and a wringing
technique that she said was designed to break up toxins retained in the
muscles and release them from the body.

“This is also where a lot of the tension in our bodies is stored,” she
said in that same soothing voice, her mouth very near my left ear.
“That’s why they tell you that if you only have time for a quick massage
once a week, this is the place that the therapist should concentrate. A
good ten minutes of work here can give a person fabulous results.”

I moaned softly, feeling myself start to drift away. The feel of
Leisa’s hands working on my skin was one of the most pleasurable
sensations I had ever experienced in my life. Hell, when this was over I
might just have to break down and get myself a massage once a week.
Damn! I moaned again.

Now Leisa was working on my lower back, the towel pulled
halfway down my buttocks as she gently dug her fingers into my
sacrum and squeezed, then released, and squeezed again. For just a
brief moment this caused intense pain, then it was gone and there was
only relief and joy.

The pressure increased steadily and I felt my breath begin to come
in short gasps. Leisa was leaning a good deal of her upper body weight
on her arms and pressing down on one central spot in the lower
middle of my back. I opened my eyes and was about to say something
when she released the pressure, and with it I went limp with ecstasy,
moaning helplessly.



I saw her move around to the head of the table, smiling as she
touched my shoulder.

“That felt good, didn’t it?” she said.
All I could do was whimper.
Leisa grinned and leaned across me, her abdomen pressing

against the top of my head while her chest rested against my shoulder
blades. Her fingers once again dug into my lower back, but this time
the pressure was much lighter, the movements more brisk, and then
she began to squeeze and knead the skin for several minutes.

I was enjoying the closeness of having Leisa leaning across me the
way she was. Being close to a woman was always a nice feeling for me,
and it didn’t have to be sexual, I just liked being around women. Of
course, there was nothing wrong with the sexual.

Leisa stood up once more and moved down my right side, her
hand lazily tracing a path down the middle of my back as she moved,
stopping at my buttocks.

“How do you feel now?” she asked.
“Fantastic,” I breathed, and meant it.
“Good,” she said. And now the towel was removed completely.

“You’ve got really good muscle development in your back, Derrick. You
must workout a lot. And your lower back is impressive as well.”

I felt her hand on my right buttock, slowly rubbing circles. It felt
good. A moment later I felt a slippery wetness across my butt and
realized she had begun to pour oil on me. It was cold at first, but
quickly warmed up as Leisa began to rub it in.

The strokes she used were deep and firm and I could feel a certain
tension begin to build in my lower body, but as she had done before,
right before the pressure became unbearable, Leisa released it again
and I felt wonderful.

Next came the percussion. She began to rhythmically chop her
hands across my buttocks from top to bottom over and over again
until they burned, then she stopped and began to rub them once more,
using lighter strokes this time, and applying more oil.

My upper and lower thighs came after that, then my knees, calves,
and ankles. Finally my feet.

When she finished there, she once again worked her way back up



the entire length of my body, stopping at my head, spending about ten
minutes with my ears alone, and then I felt her lean down close and
whisper in my ear.

“How do you feel now, Derrick?” she said.
“The only thing I can feel now is pleasure, love,” I whispered back,

barely able to hear my own voice.
Leisa nodded, kissed me on the cheek, and then told me to roll

over. Like an obedient child I did as I was told.
My eyes were open now and I noticed she had removed her

glasses, smiling down at me. More oil was applied to her hands and
then she began to rub my chest, looking directly into my eyes as she
did so. I watched her, studying everything about her face. As close as
we were now I could see the age lines, but they did nothing to diminish
her beauty, in fact, in my estimation they only enhanced it. Maturity
was a very sexy thing, at least for some of us.

Now Leisa had worked her way down to my abdomen and was
gently rubbing my tummy, telling me how strong my abs were.
Chuckling a little, I thanked her, and then closed my eyes.

She began to rub my thighs then, squeezing, wringing, kneading,
and finally chopping, applying additional oil when it was needed. By
the time she got to my feet this time I was nearly out of it, but aware
enough when she came back up and whispered in my ear this time.
She kissed me again, this time just to the left of my mouth. I didn’t
respond, simply kept lying there with my eyes closed, my arms flat on
the table, palms down, my body more loose and relaxed than it had
ever been as far as I could remember.

Leisa was humming now and I suspected she was applying more
oil to her hands. I sensed her moving back down the table, this time to
my right. Once again she concentrated on my abdomen, rubbing,
kneading, and working ever lower until she was rubbing my pelvic
bone. At this point I was becoming aroused, unable to push the
impulses away as her hands worked so closely to my genital region.

I opened my eyes and found Leisa staring at me and smiling.
That’s when her right hand clamped around my penis and squeezed.
The stroking continued and now it took on a very erotic tenor. I
continued to lie back and watch Leisa and she watched me, an impish



smile forming on her full wet lips.
She began to alternate her hands on my organ, pulling gently,

urging, arousing, and not surprisingly, I became fully tumescent.
Leisa grinned and released me, admiring her handiwork.
“He looks nice standing up like that,” she said.
I smiled, but said nothing.
Leisa reached down and cupped my testicles, squeezing gently,

then less so.
“You’ve got a nice set of balls, Derrick. Large and heavy. I like a

guy with big balls.” She was all sassy now, no traces of that frightened
woman concerned for her friend. She was more in control, more sure
of herself, and what she was doing.

“Good to know,” I managed.
She released me and walked up to my head, leaning very close.
“Would you like the full massage treatment?” she said. “Happy

ending included?”
I didn’t say anything, just smiled again.
Leisa kissed me full on the mouth this time, then stood back and

started to undo the rest of the buttons on her top. Once it came off it
was quickly followed by her bra, and her full 38DDs were on display
for all to see. In this case, the all was only me, and I was a very
satisfied audience. Despite the fact that I knew she was just past forty,
Leisa Saxon’s breasts appeared not to have been affected much by
gravity. And yes, they were quite real. If I believed in miracles I’d have
to say I was witnessing one right now. Or two.

Next she removed her shorts and stood before me naked, a balled
fist against her cocked hipped, an expression of wantonness on her
face.

I reached out and touched her flat tummy. She was very toned and
tight, which is what you would expect from a woman in her profession.
The question was, exactly what was her profession? Actually, I’m
pretty sure I already had the answer to that question.

After a couple of moments of mutual staring, Leisa turned and
moved back down to my lower body. She put a hand on my stomach,
then the other on my erection. We smiled at one another and she bent
over and took me fully into her wet and warm mouth.



I groaned as hard as I could, my ab muscles tightening.
I hate blow jobs!
Even very good ones.
And Leisa Saxon was very good at giving them.



Chapter 41

Leisa Saxon was expert at quite a number of things that did not
involve massage. At least not in the classical sense, although she did
do a lot of rubbing against my body with various parts of hers.

What began in the living room eventually moved back to her small
bedroom where there was a queen-sized bed, what appeared to be an
antique dresser, a couple of nightstands on either side of the bed, and
a divan against the wall to the right of the room. When I carried Leisa
into the room with her legs around my waist, I did a quick survey,
making sure that we were in here alone, no surprises. Although I was
thoroughly enjoying myself, I was very well aware that I was working,
and at that very moment I was in the heart of the enemy’s lair, so to
speak. But we were alone, at least as far as I could tell. Nonetheless,
when I put her down on the bed I made sure to do so from the
opposite side of the bed where I could watch the closet, bathroom, and
hallway doors.

Leisa was insatiable, and wanton, and delightful, and perfect, but I
could also sense something else in her as we moved together on her
bed for that hour plus. There was something mechanical, something
professional about her, something that told me what we were doing,
what she was doing with me, was not by her own design. She was
carrying out orders, doing what she had been told to do. If I were a
lesser man my feelings might have been hurt, but I’ve been around the
block way too many times for that. And hell, I was getting something
pretty good out of the deal myself.

I was lying on my back, looking up at Leisa as she slowly rotated
her hips from side to side and pressed her pelvis down hard against
mine, grinding into me as she moaned deeply, her eyes closed, her
hands holding mine against her melon-sized breasts, squeezing,
kneading.



She opened her eyes and leaned down to me, kissing me on the
mouth, all the while her lower body continued its work.

“Does that feel good, baby?” she whispered. “You like the way it
feels?”

I nodded, kissed her, then pulled my hands free of hers and
slipped them around her back, sliding them down to her buttocks,
inserting a finger into her.

Leisa’s eyes widened for a moment, and then she smiled wickedly.
“So you like playing with the backdoor, huh?” she said, pushing up

and rocking her hips forward in a quick and violent motion that
caused me to groan loudly.

“Yeah!” she shouted. “You like that, baby? You like it like that?”
Truthfully I didn’t, but now was not the time to set the record

straight, so I endured.
And then, just before I was about to explode once again, Leisa

suddenly rolled off of me and sat down at my side, breathing a little
heavily, perspiration beads forming on her forehead and neck, and in
between her breasts. She kissed my chest, bit my left nipple, and then
kissed my lips once more.

She told me to wait there and got up, going through the bathroom
door just across from the right side of the bed. Suddenly I became
apprehensive. Maybe this was it. She’s spent the past couple of hours
tiring me out and now someone was about to come in and finish me
off. Not exactly the way I had planned on going out; luckily for me it
wasn’t in the cards just yet.

Leisa returned a few minutes later carrying another small bottle
that looked like massage oil, but I knew it was not. When she knelt on
the bed the smile on her face was unadulterated depravity, my favorite
kind. The bottle she held read Wet Light and I knew exactly what it
was, although I had never used it myself. A water-based personal
lubricant favored by porn actors and really experienced prostitutes
who routinely engaged in vigorous anal sex.

She opened the bottle and told me to hold out my hands, and I
did…

Afterwards we lay together, unmoving in the middle of the bed,
Leisa on her stomach, her legs apart, a pillow under her stomach, and



I was lying on her back, my face beside hers on the bed, both of us
breathing rapidly and covered in perspiration, totally spent.

I kissed her shoulder and pulled back, withdrawing from her body
and flopping down beside her on my back, taking in a deep breath and
exhaling slowly. Leisa turned on her side and stared at me, smiling,
reaching out and touching my stomach.

“Hey, tiger,” she teased. “Not bad for a forty-one year old single
mom, huh?”

I grinned, shaking my head.
“Not bad for a forty-one year old hot single mom with a killer sex

drive,” I told her, and we both laughed.
Leisa went into the bathroom first to wash up, and then I did.

When I came out she was sipping from a tall glass of water and sitting
against the headboard of the bed with a couple of fluffy pillows behind
her, still naked. I walked over to join her and she put the glass to my
lips.

“So are you feeling any residual tension?” she asked.
I sipped some water.
“Not one little bit,” I said. “You really are a gifted massage

therapist.”
Leisa took another sip of her water and smiled, putting a chilled

hand against my chest.
“Why don’t you stay here tonight,” she said. “Get some rest, and

tomorrow we can go to the hospital and spend some time with Dee and
her dad. Maybe tomorrow she’ll wake up.”

“I hope she does,” I said, putting my hand over hers against my
chest. “But I think I’m gonna go check out a few more things regarding
the attack. Being here tonight with you has given me a new
perspective. You were right, I needed to relax and recharge, and you’ve
really helped with that, but I can’t just drop this. I’ve got to find out
why Dee was attacked, find out who was behind it. That’s the only way
I’ll be able to make sure she isn’t in any continued danger.”

Leisa suddenly looked uncomfortable, pulled her hand away, and
leaned over to set the glass on the nightstand to her right. When she
turned back to me she was forcing a smile, leaning close and giving me
a kiss on the lips, making sure that her breasts brushed against me.



“Why don’t you take at least one day off?” she said. “We could
even spend it here together. A whole day of what we’ve been doing
tonight would be really good for you, trust me.” She giggled.

I smiled.
“No doubt,” I said. “But I don’t think I can. Not now. I owe it to

Dee to find out who hurt her.”
Leisa kissed me again, and then climbed into my arms and

straddled my waist, planting her knees firmly on the bed on either side
of me. I let her push me back and pin me to the bed under her body,
we continued to kiss and I felt myself becoming aroused once more.

For the next hour she did those things to me once again that she
thought I really enjoyed, and to some extent I did enjoy most of them,
but in the end her plan to keep me occupied for the night failed; as it
was doomed to from the start.

Just call me Superman. Or, more appropriately considering the
circumstances, call me the Man of Steel.

We showered together, had sex once more—anal—and then I was
very firm when I told her I had to go, but I would stop by the hospital
and see her when I checked on Dee tomorrow; and perhaps we might
be able to have another night like this one.

Hope might just spring eternal.
And so might I.
Her mood was sullen when she walked me to the front door of her

apartment at twenty minutes to midnight wearing a pink silk robe. I
held her close and kissed her full on the mouth, and when I tried to
pull free she resisted, finally relenting after it was clear to her that I
could not be swayed. I waved good bye halfway down the hall, then
turned the corner and took the stairs down to the first floor.

If I had read the situation right, and I was sure I had, right about
now Ms. Saxon should be making a phone call to someone, and once
that was complete, something interesting should happen.

Suddenly that old familiar pang in the pit of my gut was starting to
make its presence felt. My internal early warning system.

I climbed into my rental and waited a few minutes before starting
the engine. Now it was time to see if my plan was going to work, and if
it did, would I survive it.



It was times like this that truly made life fascinating and worth
living.

Curious, because it was also times like this that could stop you
from living.



Chapter 42

When I left Leisa’s complex I took a right on NW 172nd and then a
left on NW 12th Court. From there I headed north on NW 12th Avenue
and kept to a moderate pace, having to stop at every block because of
stop signs. Traffic wasn’t an issue this time of night, only a few cars
passing by in the opposite direction and some visible on parallel
streets from the intersections.

The moon was full and the sky was cloudless and it was a beautiful
night, if a bit too warm. But this was South Florida. Paradise.

NW 12th terminated at NW 179th Street and you had to turn either
right or left. I sat at the stop sign for maybe a minute, staring absently
in my rearview mirror, and then decided to turn left, letting the car
glide along at maybe forty miles an hour.

I drove for about five blocks before coming to a park on the left
side of the road. The sign read Scott Park. It was small, lots of trees
and some benches visible from where I was idling. It was also pretty
well lit and I decided to turn left and park along the east side of the
property, shutting off the engine and sitting still for a few minutes.

I covered my mouth to yawn, then climbed out and stretched my
legs, watching as a car passed by on the opposite side of the street, a
young man and woman inside. At the entrance to the park on this side
was a lighted plaque that gave a brief history of the park, for who it
was dedicated, how long it had been in existence, that kind of stuff. I
glanced at it briefly and then moved on into the park, taking a concrete
walkway toward the center.

I didn’t see anyone else around as I walked and I thought that
perhaps the park might be closed at a certain time of night, although
thus far I had seen no signs which suggested this. Then again, it was
after midnight in Miami and it probably wasn’t all that smart to be
walking through a park alone a night. Maybe not even in a small



group. But I had never been accused of being all that smart.
The heat of the night made the blazer I was wearing a little

uncomfortable but I didn’t want to take it off, so I persevered, taking a
left when the path forked, seeing a series of benches along the walkway
up ahead.

Passing the first three, I stopped at the fourth on the right and
glanced around casually, stretching my arms above my head as I
yawned again. Not surprising I was exhausted, given the workout I’d
received courtesy of Leisa Saxon just a while ago. Thinking of her
made me smile, feeling a little of the soreness still in my extremities. I
sat and stretched out my legs in front of me.

A sudden gust came from the west and cooled me for a brief
moment, then was gone. Some insects started buzzing around my ears
and I fanned them away. That was the thing that annoyed me most
about being outdoors. I didn’t mind the heat, but I hated the bugs,
especially when they buzzed around my face.

I sat back against the bench and folded my hands in my lap,
getting comfortable, letting my whole body relax. Now I could think,
run through everything I had learned in the past couple of days; see
where I was and where I still had to go.

There was no doubt in my mind that the Excelsior Group, in
addition to being a modeling agency, was also a high-end prostitution
service; and, according to the FBI, participants in a human trafficking
ring. To be honest, I didn’t care about the prostitution. Never had. If
people wanted to make money selling their bodies, more power to
them. As long as it was their own idea and they weren’t forced into it.
Human trafficking—sexual slavery—was something else entirely.
Especially when women were being sent overseas, in particular to the
Middle East, never to be seen or heard from again. I knew the kind of
end they would meet, and the thought of someone profiting from
someone else’s misery like that did not sit well with me. However, that
was what the FBI was investigating and they had far better resources
than I did, even if they were limited by certain regulations and laws.

The thing I most wanted to know was how Deana Eddington was
involved. It seemed to me highly unlikely that she could not be
involved, at least on the prostitution side. I just hoped it wasn’t more



than that, but only time would tell. For right now I’d settle for why she
was attacked. There was also no doubt in my mind either that the
attack had been ordered by someone inside Excelsior, even though I
could not imagine why. The models who had been sitting at the
hospital with Dee had all become subdued and even timid with the
arrival of Excelsior Security. Both Reuven Eckstein and Kimiko
Tanaka had reported as much to me, and I had observed a little of this
myself when I was there. My guess was that Dee’s beating had been a
warning message, most likely an object lesson for the other girls. But
why, that was the question I needed to answer. And after that I needed
to know who. This time there would be more than just thumbs getting
cut off.

A lot more.
My mind drifted to Dee then, remembering the last time we had

been together on Monday morning before I left her. We had been
laughing and joking, playing around, talking about our upcoming trip
to the Caribbean, a trip that was due to start in just a little over a day.
Now postponed indefinitely, maybe permanently, depending on her
prognosis.

I shook my head and reached up to squeeze my nose, and then I
heard a soft crack behind me, like a twig or something snapping. I
didn’t react, simply brushed my nose, then casually raised my arms
above my head and stretched again, making audible groans before
dropping my arms to my sides once more.

I was rotating my neck from side to side when I heard footfalls
close behind me, turned slightly to my left, and saw a small man
approaching wearing a dark windbreaker, his hands in his pockets. He
had close-cut dark hair and his skin had an olive tint that was fairly
visible even in the low light being put off by the park lamps around us.
As he approached, I could see that he was very short, not more than
five-five, if that, but he walked with a confidence that made it clear he
was not somebody to be taken lightly.

“Hi you doing?” I said in a friendly tone.
“Alright,” he replied in a thick Boston accent. “Out kind of late

tonight, pal.”
“Yeah,” I said. “You too. That accent tells me you’re not from



around here.”
He smiled, but not with his eyes, and stopped next to the bench,

maybe four feet from where I sat.
“Yeah, everybody can tell where I’m from once I open my mouth.

Can’t place your accent though.”
“Wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” I said.
He nodded, casually glancing around, his sharp dark eyes taking

everything in like a professional, which I assumed he was.
“I know what you mean,” he said nonchalantly, removing his left

hand from his pocket wearing a dark leather glove, something it was
far too warm to be wearing on a night like this. “They told me you was
from Alabama but you sure don’t sound like it.”

Then his other hand came out of his other pocket holding a
subcompact pistol that looked like some kind of Taurus .380 auto.

“Don’t get cute, Olin,” he said to me. “This range you know I won’t
miss. Just keep your hands down by your sides so I can see them.”

I nodded.
“Not a problem,” I said. “So they hired you to hit me?”
“Actually they just wanted you watched at first,” he said, glancing

around quickly, his hand never wavering as the gun remained tight on
me. “Then you started sniffing too close to some things, and you found
those two dick-wads, Yost and Reinhold. I was kind of surprised you
didn’t kill them. Cutting off their thumbs was a nice touch though. Not
to worry, I finished them for you.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I was beginning to have regrets.”
“Well you aren’t in my line,” he told me. “You’re more about

saving lives. I get hired, it’s usually to take them.”
“And that’s why you’re here now?” I said.
“It is,” he said, removing a silencer from the left pocket of his

windbreaker, keeping a steady eye on my as he attached it to the barrel
of his weapon. “I know this is a cliché, but it ain’t personal.”

“I know,” I said somberly. “Just a job you’ve been hired to do. But
for me it is personal. Very personal. Whoever hired you hired those
dumbasses you killed to beat up a friend of mine and I take that very
personally. Which is why I’m going to need to know who hired you.”

The little man with the silenced automatic and the thick Boston



accent smiled again without it reaching his eyes, then straightened his
right arm, pointing the weapon right at my face.

I didn’t hear the shot, but the result was immediate. The little man
stumbled forward and fell against me on the bench, his weapon falling
from his hand. I quickly shoved him to the ground and stood up,
retrieving his pistol and sticking it in my belt, glancing around to make
sure no one else had entered the park as we had talked.

On the ground the little man was holding his shoulder and
groaning, dark red blood seeping through his gloved hand.

“A quick operational lesson, Mr. Hitman,” I said in a low tone. “If
you’re gonna shoot, don’t talk, shoot!”

Then I knelt down and picked him up roughly, patting him down
for an additional weapon. I found two more guns and a knife. The little
fucker was carrying more weaponry than he weighed. Once the pat
down was complete I gave him a hard horizontal punch to the jaw that
stunned him, then hoisted him over my shoulder and began to move
away from the bench quickly, secure in the knowledge that my every
step was covered by Kimiko Tanaka and the night-vision laser-
enhanced sniper-scope mounted on top of whatever silenced rifle she
had chosen for tonight’s business. Kimiko was quite a resourceful
operator, and she was also one of the best snipers I had ever known.

Friends were a good thing to have in this business. And competent
friends were even better.



Chapter 43

Although he wasn’t carrying ID, it did not take long for the little
hitman from Boston to tell us that his name was Tony Anamonti and
he was a professional contract killer, specifically hired, among other
things, to kill me if I started getting too close to the people who had
beaten up Dee, and the reason behind it. Unfortunately he didn’t know
a whole lot, which is what you would expect with contract help.
Usually you tell them just enough so they can do their jobs and that
way if they fuck up and get caught, they can’t link things to their
employers. However, in this case his employer hadn’t been all that
careful, believing in the little man’s abilities and reputation and
believing that he would not fuck up.

While he didn’t know why Dee had been attacked or who had
given the specific order to do so, he did know who had hired him for
the job. A former Marine buddy of his, one Marc Warring, Executive
Director of Security for the Excelsior Group.

Anamonti had been down in Miami Beach on vacation with his
girlfriend and young son when he got the call from Warring, saying he
needed a job done quickly and professionally and was willing to pay
top bucks. Anamonti’s girl had not been thrilled, but he told her it
wouldn’t take long and once the job was done they’d be able to stay
longer and spend more money. She’d gone for it then and Anamonti
had met with Warring and his pet, Kang Ree, and the job had been laid
out.

Apparently the little fucker had been following me since that night
Leisa had called me to her place supposedly because she felt too
frightened to go into her apartment alone. That was subterfuge, as I
had begun to suspect then, just a ploy to get me in place so Anamonti
could begin to follow me. He was very good then because I never
spotted him, although a few times that feeling in my gut did start to



stir. Guess it wasn’t gas after all.
After I left her place tonight, Leisa had called Warring and

Warring had called Anamonti to give him the go order, having learned
that I was not going to back away from finding out who had attacked
Dee. Anamonti had been parked a block away and picked me up
almost at once, following me to Scott Park. Unfortunately for him I
had already scouted that park earlier in the day and picked the perfect
spot for a nighttime ambush, relaying this information to Kimiko
Tanaka over her Black Berry, complete with a downloaded map of the
park with the positions marked. After she finished her shift at the
hospital she went home and grabbed a couple hours sleep, then went
into the park a little after eleven, along with her trusty sniper rifle and
night scope, and waited for me to show up, with my would-be killer in
tow.

“So you’re saying that Marc Warring hired you to kill me,” I said to
Tony Anamonti as he lay on his back on the floor in the back of the
large club wagon van Kimiko had acquired from somewhere. “And he
paid you twenty-five thousand dollars? Plus an additional five each for
German Yost and Rocky Reinhold?”

Anamonti was grimacing, the harsh spotlight mounted in the top
of the van shining directly into his eyes, and then there was the pain in
his throbbing shoulder. Kimiko had applied a field bandage after
stopping the bleeding, but he needed better treatment or the wound
would become infected, or he’d simply bleed to death when it opened
back up. But first things first.

“Yeah!” he croaked. “Like I already told you man, Marc Warring
hired me to do you. And I took the other two guys out with his
approval. God, man this hurts like fuck! I need a doc!”

“In a little while,” I said patiently, kneeling beside him, Kimiko
turned in the seat up front and glancing back. The windows of the van
were heavily tinted and no one could see in from the outside.
Additionally, the van’s walls were heavily insulated and this reduced
the noise that could be heard from the outside as well. Which meant it
would be highly unlikely that anyone passing by would hear Mr.
Anamonti. And considering we were parked in one of the least popular
sections of Hialeah at the moment, even if somebody heard, they



probably wouldn’t care; at the very least they’d mind their own
business.

“So after you clipped me, what were you supposed to do, Tony?” I
asked.

He moaned awfully before replying.
“I’m supposed to call Warring on this disposable phone and let

him know, then he meet me in the morning and I get the rest of my
money. Then I’m back on vacation.”

I glanced back at Kimiko and she nodded, sliding over into the
driver’s seat and starting the engine.

“Okay, Tony,” I said to the man on the floor in the back of the van.
“There’s been a change in plans, obviously, and you’re going to call Mr.
Warring and give him some unhappy news. And if you do precisely as I
tell you, I’ll make sure you get that medical attention you’ve been
whining about.” I paused and leaned very close to him now. “However,
if you fuck this up just one little bit, I’ll let you bleed to death slowly.
You got me?”

He nodded and groaned, a wave of pain shooting through him.
I nodded, then moved to sit against the left wall of the van, my

eyes never leaving the little man who had been sent to kill me.
So far the plan was going according to plan. I was just hoping for

continued good luck.
Up front I could hear Kimiko talking on her cell phone as she

expertly maneuvered the big van up one street and down the other. I
covered my mouth and yawned, then took several deep breaths,
relaxing, preparing. With the right luck this would end tonight.

Now Dee just had to get better. If she didn’t…
Well if she didn’t there were gonna be a lot of dead people in this

town. Probably gonna be the case anyhow.
At least there was one piece of good news I’d received tonight.

Tony Anamonti had corrected my mistake with German Yost and
Rocky Reinhold. I guess it had worked out better for me because now
those murders could be used as extra leverage to ensure Anamonti’s
cooperation. Not that that was really an issue though. He knew that
the only way he was likely to get out of this without facing a needle in
his arm was to cooperate.



But then he was probably more afraid that I’d turn Kimiko loose
on him again, as I had done in the beginning of the interrogation. That
is what had broken his resolve and resistance so quickly. And it was
also the reason that I had had her move to the front of the van with a
seat as a barrier between her and us. It made Anamonti feel safer, if
only a little, and then he had told all he knew.

As I said before, it’s good to have competent friends. But
sometimes it’s even better to have scary friends.



Chapter 44

FBI Supervisory Special Agent Mary Anne Tellez was not exactly
happy to hear from me at one-fifty a.m. Friday morning, but once she
heard what I had to say about a major case that her squad had been
working hard to crack for several months, her annoyance dissipated
and she became fully alert. Her husband—I was soon to find out he
was a federal prosecutor—must have said something in the
background because at one point I heard her say something with her
mouth away from the phone.

When I finished telling her about my night, as much as the
gentleman in me would allow, the first thing she did was ask if I was
alright. That surprised me. Maybe the Bureau was aiming for kindler
and gentler these days. More than likely not, just Mary Anne Tellez’s
way.

I told her what I needed for her to do, and quickly, if we were
going to be able to get the evidence needed to bust Excelsior for the
attack on Dee, and with that maybe she could leverage something out
of somebody on the human trafficking thing. Tellez said she wasn’t
sure exactly how fast she could organize things, but told me she’d do
her best. And as for getting the arrest warrants promptly if we got
enough evidence, the fed chuckled and said she was pretty sure she

knew where to find a very cooperative AUSA
[3]

 at this time of night.
I chuckled too, and instantly felt very jealous of a man I had never

met. She told me to stay by the phone and she’d call me back very
soon.

Very soon turned out to be an hour and a half later. She said the
ball had started rolling, her agents were out of bed and moving, and it
was time for us to get together. I told her I would be waiting for her in
Kendall near Tamiami Pinelands Park on the south side close to the
main entrance. She didn’t even bother to ask me why, just said she



could be there in a half hour.
I was sitting in the front seat of my rental car thirty-three minutes

later, Tony Anamonti beside me leaning against the door, his right
shoulder heavily bandaged after a quick stitch-up job performed by an
unlicensed physician that Kimiko had called on; and I had paid five
hundred in cash. Anamonti had also been given some painkillers and
for the most part was out of it, which was good because I was by
myself at the moment, Kimiko having another assignment to fulfill.

SSA Tellez was not alone when her government sedan pulled up
behind my car. Two male agents got out along with her and carefully
approached the rear of my car with their hands close to their sides,
eyes scanning the surroundings for potential threats. I opened the
driver’s door and carefully climbed out of the car, making sure
everyone could see my hands. SSA Tellez nodded at her men and they
held back as she kept coming.

She leaned down and glanced in the car.
“Is that your would-be assassin?” she said.
“Yeah,” I said. “Tony Anamonti. He’s feeling much better than he

was earlier. Been patched up temporarily and given some joy juice.”
“Don’t suppose you took him to a real hospital?” she said,

straightening and looking up into my eyes, as much as she could in the
subdued light.

“Some questions we can get to later, Agent Tellez,” I said.
She nodded, her lips taking on a wry grin.
“Yeah, I’m sure. And some maybe we never need to get to. By the

way, call me Mary Anne. No need to be formal when we're both
partners in a covert conspiracy.”

I smiled.
“Alright then,” I said. “And really this isn’t a covert conspiracy.

Just a bit of unconventional police work.”
“Yeah, right,” she said. “Are you certain Anamonti is going to be

able to do his part? He really does look out of it. And it would not be
good for my career if something happened to him when by all rights I
should be taking him into custody now instead of using him as bait.”

“And if you did that you might not get what you need to make the
arrests you need and want. All you have is his word that what he tried



to do was ordered by Marc Warring. With the money that Excelsior
has I’m sure they can get the best lawyers in the world to spin that
away and make themselves come out looking like saints. That’s why
this has to be done my way. Otherwise you’ll never get what you want
and neither will I.”

Mary Anne Tellez stared at me for several long moments, and then
I could see her make a decision, and she nodded.

“Fine,” she said, glancing back at her agents. “Where’s this
meeting supposed to take place?”

I smiled.
“We’re already there,” I told her. “This is why I wanted to meet

you here, so we could set up. In just under two and a half hours Marc
Warring is coming here to pay Mr. Anamonti for his services. At that
time, if all goes according to plan, you will be able to place Mr.
Warring under arrest for attempted murder by contract, which, if I
make no mistake, is a federal crime—thanks to the Patriot Act.”

Mary Anne smiled.
“And since you are technically a federal consultant for the AFOSI,

that makes the penalties even more severe. Perfect.”
“I thought so.”
Mary Anne touched my arm, then turned and went over to her

agents for a few minutes. I bent down and checked on Anamonti. Still
in la-la land. By the time I needed him to do his thing he should just be
coming down, and alert enough to pull this off.

The two male agents walked up to the passenger’s side of the car
and opened the door, reaching in and taking Anamonti out and
literally carrying him back to their car.

“My guys are going to print him with the scanner we’ve got in the
car and try to get a record on him,” Mary Anne said as she came back
to me. “See if he’s got any priors or outstanding warrants we can nail
him for.”

“Good idea,” I said. “He’s from Boston if that helps.”
She nodded.
“Pretty soon we’ll know everything we need to know about Tony

Anamonti,” she said, leaning back against my car and looking at me as
she folded her arms across her chest. “Now suppose you tell me about



this plan of yours, if it’s not too much trouble.”
I smiled and leaned on the car next to her.
“Sure thing,” I said. “But first tell me that your other agents are in

place, please.”
Mary Anne nodded her head and held a hand to her mouth just as

she yawned.
“That’s taken care of,” she assured me. “My agents know their

assignments and are carrying them out as we speak. Trust me, no
matter how tired any of them are, we all want to break this case more
than anything.”

“Alright,” I said, glancing back and watching as the two agents sat
in their sedan with the diminutive assassin and tried to get him to
cooperate as they attempted to get his finger prints. Kind of like
wrestling a drunk. Better them than me.

I turned back to Mary Anne Tellez and told her what I had
planned.



Chapter 45

Marc Warring lived in Kendall Lakes only about four miles from
Tamiami Pinelands Park. Easy and quick for him to get to. I’m sure he
was annoyed at having to get up so early, not having planned on
meeting up with his little killer until much later in the day after having
gotten a full night’s sleep and waking up with one less problem on his
plate. But his plans had been changed by the call I had had Anamonti
make last night shortly after our talk. Through his considerable pain—
not to mention fear of Kimiko Tanaka—Anamonti had explained to
Warring that he had carried out his mission, that I was dead, however,
he (Anamonti) had messed up and gotten too close to me and had
been wounded in the process. He had to get medical attention fast and
would need to meet with him (Warring) sooner than planned so he
could get his money and then get his family the hell out of South
Florida.

As expected, Warring had not been happy with the news, at least
not the part about his hitter getting hurt and the plan having to alter
somewhat, but he agreed to meet him nonetheless at the earlier time
and at a different location. No doubt the convenience of the location
being so close to his home had soothed his mind a little.

And here it was, two minutes before five-thirty, the sun already
starting to come up in the eastern sky, and the Executive Director of
Security for the Excelsior Group was parking his black Jeep Wrangler
near the north entrance of the Tamiami Pinelands Park and getting
out.

Marc Warring was a strapping and handsome lad, tall, broad
shoulders, large chest that was probably as solid as granite. He had the
look of an ex-Marine, and the bearing. As he strolled into the park he
exuded quiet confidence and certitude, knowing with absolute clarity
that he could handle any situation that presented itself to him. After



all, he was the Man. The problem solver. Nothing stood in his way.
Nobody either.

Warring glanced around him carefully, noting a couple of early
morning joggers about to cross his path. He stopped briefly and
watched them go by before continuing on into the center of the park as
he’d been instructed.

Then, about fifty feet away he saw the bench where Tony
Anamonti waited for him, hunched back against the backrest. He had
said he’d been hurt bad, and now Warring could see it for himself. He
glanced around a few more times before continuing on, quickening his
pace, and in just a few seconds reaching the bench where Anamonti
waited.

“Tony,” Warring said in a low, urgent voice. “Tony, can you hear
me? It’s Marc.”

Anamonti turned his head and glanced over at the larger man,
then leaned forward, grimacing a little.

“Hey, boss,” he said with more strength than he obviously felt.
“Thanks for meeting me like this. Sorry to get you out here so early.”

“That’s alright,” Warring said, concern on his ruggedly handsome
face. “You sure you gonna be okay? You look real pale, Tony.”

“I’ll be alright once I get out of here,” Anamonti said. “I just
screwed up some that’s all. That Olin guy was better than I thought.
Quicker too. He managed to get a pistol out before I shot him. Got me
in the shoulder just as I put one between his eyes.”

“But he is dead, right?” Warring said in a low tone, but clearly
recognizable and recordable.

“Yeah, boss,” Anamonti’s voice responded weakly. “Like I said,
shot him in between the eyes. Then put a couple more in his chest.
He’s done for, just like you wanted. And just like those other two
dummies.”

Warring glanced around and didn’t see anyone close by.
“That was unexpected,” Warring said. “But necessary once Olin

found them. Thank you for that again. And I’ve included the additional
ten grand with the rest of your money for Olin. Are you sure you can
make it out of here on your own? You need a lift back to your ride?”

“I’ll be fine, boss,” Anamonti said even weaker. “I just need my



money now.”
“Of course,” Warring said, glancing around yet again, and then

reached under the dark blazer he wore, coming out with a thick
envelope. “Here you are. It’s all there. Now go get yourself well. I
might need your services again someday.”

Anamonti took the money and held it close to his chest, leaning
against the backrest of the bench once more, apparently in no hurry to
move.

Warring stood, concern etching his face.
“You don’t look so good, Tony,” he whispered. “You need to get

out of here, get some place and get some rest. Let me help you up.”
“It’s alright, boss,” Anamonti whispered. “I’m fine right here. And

I’m sorry.”
Warring was leaning over the other man and his back stiffened

when he heard those last words. Suddenly he stood bolt upright and
quickly scanned the area around him. This time, however, he found
himself ringed by several people, all carrying guns and wearing
badges, some local and some federal. That’s when he realized that his
days as the Man had come to an abrupt end.

He glanced back down at Anamonti and shook his head in disgust,
realizing that the little bastard had passed out still clutching the
money that would be used as evidence against both of them in the
upcoming prosecutions.

“Mr. Warring, FBI!” Mary Anne Tellez announced as she
approached, her regulation SIG-Sauer P-229 .40 caliber aimed directly
at the middle of his massive chest. “You’re under arrest for conspiracy
to commit murder,” she informed him as other agents swarmed in and
took a hold of him, dropping him to the ground and slipping cuffs
around his wrists.

I walked up behind the law enforcement types and watched the
scene unfold. One more domino moved into place, I thought. One
more piece of the puzzle revealed. Just a couple more to go before the
finale. Then we’d knock them all over.

I turned and started off to where I had left my car.
It was time to go pay a visit to my masseuse.



Chapter 46

When I got to Leisa’s place a little before six-thirty I went up the
fire-escape and let myself in through the window I had left unlocked
last night, figuring I’d probably need to get back in this way if things
occurred the way I believed they would. And they had, and I did.

The apartment was quiet, the massage table and everything had
been put away since I was last here. I moved carefully in the darkness,
remembering where every piece of furniture had set. The floor in the
hallway was heavily carpeted, but I took my shoes off anyway, just to
be extra careful.

The door to Leisa’s bedroom was not locked and the door handle
turned easily in my hand. I went inside and closed the door behind
me, then went low on the floor and crawled over to the bed.

She was there, lying on her side facing away from me, snoring
lightly, sleeping the sleep of the undisturbed. I wondered what that
said about her, that she could make a call that would lead to the death
of someone she had just spent the night having sex with, then just
climb into bed and go to sleep. Maybe I wasn’t as good as I thought I
was. Or maybe Leisa had simply become so desensitized because of the
life she led. Either way, it really didn’t matter now.

I climbed into bed with her and moved very close behind her,
resting a hand on her shoulder. It took a few minutes for the warmth
of my body to reach hers, and she started to shift, then rolled over on
her back, or tired to, and realized that something was in bed behind
her; or someone.

Leisa recoiled and rolled to the opposite side of the bed, clutching
her nightgown in her left hand. She didn’t have her glasses on and it
was hard for her to focus, so she didn’t recognize me. Not that it would
have calmed her any, more than likely the opposite would have been
the case.



“Who are… What do you want?! Get away from me!”
Her voice rose to near hysterics and I saw her begin to shake.
“Calm yourself, Leisa,” I said casually. “I’m friendly. And you

seemed to have no objection to me being in your bed last night.”
Then recognition set in, and her fear began to rise.
“Derrick?” she said, her eyes widening. “Wh—what are you doing

here? I thought… How did you get in here?”
“Walked through the wall,” I replied humorously, shifting a pillow

behind my head and turning on the bedside lamp. “Not a hard trick if
you know what you’re doing. Of course, if it had been left up to you I
suppose I’d probably be a ghost right now and able to walk through all
sorts of things.”

She didn’t respond, just continued to kneel on the far side of the
bed holding the front of her gown. I sat and waited, completely
comfortable.

Finally Leisa began to sob, her shoulders shaking, and then she
hugged herself tightly as the floodgates opened fully.

I continued to sit and wait. This time she’d have to comfort her
own damn self.



Chapter 47

“I didn’t want to do it. But they told me I didn’t have a choice. Mr.
Warring made it clear that if I didn’t do what he wanted he would hurt
my little girl, and my mom. I didn’t have a choice, Derrick. Honest.
You don’t know them, they’re awful. Especially that Kang Ree. He
scares everybody.”

I’m sure he does, I thought. It was why he was hired. But he didn’t
scare everybody, I was certain of that. Maybe everybody who worked
at Excelsior, but not everybody everywhere else.

“Honest, I didn’t know they were the ones who had beaten Dee up
till after. Tuesday afternoon me and some of the other girls got called
into Jennifer Stockbridge’s office and Warring was there, along with
Kang Ree. They told us that Dee had been getting out of line lately and
had to be taught a lesson. We were told to keep our mouths shut or the
same would happen to us. Then they asked about you, who you were,
how long you and Dee had known each other, stuff like that. Jen was
real curious about you, and Mr. Warring said they should keep an eye
on you. They told all of us girls that were going to be at the hospital to
keep an eye on you and report everything, and the father too when he
arrived. Really, Derrick, I didn’t have a choice. They would kill me...
and my family too.”

I had no doubt that was true, but it didn’t really make me feel any
better about Leisa.

We were still sitting on her bed, both bedside lamps turned on
now. Leisa had put her robe and glasses on but still hugged her arms
around her chest as she sat beside me at the foot of the bed and tried
to explain everything to me.

“So the other day when you called me over,” I said. “That was on
whose orders?”

She hesitated, and then turned a little to look at me.



“Mr. Warring,” her voice was small. “He told me to get you over to
my place and see what I could find out. Said to play up to you, use the
fact that you were some kind of bodyguard, make myself seem helpless
so you could come to my rescue.”

“He wanted you to seduce me?” I said.
Again hesitation, then a nod.
“Yeah,” she said. “He did. See what I could get out of you, and

maybe distract you for a while.”
“Did you know someone would be following me after I left here

that night?”
She nodded.
“Yes,” she said. “But I didn’t know who or why. I guessed it was

just to keep an eye on you, see where you went and who you talked to.
Honest, he didn’t tell me that much, and I didn’t ask.”

I nodded.
“And last night,” I said. “You called Warring again when I left?”
She looked over at me, fear palpable in her eyes.
“Derrick, I didn’t have a choice. He would have sent Kang Ree

after my daughter. I just had to do what he wanted.”
“Did you know he intended to have me killed?”
Slowly Leisa nodded her head, tears rolling from both eyes.
“I didn’t have a choice,” she repeated over and over again as she

began to rock back and forth.
Again I nodded, took a deep breath, and stood up, rotating my

neck slowly from side to side.
“If you testify against them, tell the feds what you know about

everything, including the prostitution thing, you just might get out of
this without being charged,” I told her flatly. “But you have to tell
everything you know. We’ve got Warring now for solicitation of
murder. That’s rock solid. We get him to roll on his boss and the whole
thing might come apart. But your testimony will help too. And to be
honest, it is the only option that will guarantee the safety of you and
your family. The feds can offer you protection.”

Leisa stopped rocking and looked up at me, pleading in her eyes. I
stared back stoically, at this moment devoid of anything remotely
human in the way of emotions. I could not forget that this woman had



been a part of a plan to have me killed just a few hours earlier, nor
could I forget that she had known who had attacked Dee, albeit after
the fact, and kept her mouth shut. Being scared did not excuse bad
behavior, there were some obligations that a person just had to meet,
and the obligation of friendship was one of them in my book. No
sympathy for this devil on this day.

After a couple minutes I sighed.
“Will you cooperate?” I said harshly.
Leisa’s head snapped back and her eyes became even wider

behind her glasses. But after a few moments she managed to nod.
“Good,” I said, “because there are some people who want to talk to

you.”
I walked out of the bedroom, down the hall into the front room,

and over to the front door. Out in the corridor were Supervisory
Special Agent Mary Anne Tellez of the FBI and two other special
agents, one male and the other female. I led them back to the bedroom
and Mary Anne stepped around me, looking down at Leisa.

“Ms. Saxon, my name is Mary Anne Tellez and I’m with the FBI.
We need for you to come with us and make an official statement.
Agent Reynolds will remain with you while you get dressed. The rest of
us will be waiting in the front room, okay?”

Leisa nodded timidly. Mary Anne turned and glanced at the
female agent, then led the way back out of the bedroom. The male
agent went over and leaned against the front door and Mary Anne and
I walked over and stood by the small sofa.

“You work really fast, Derrick,” the fed said with a grin. “In just a
few short hours you’ve managed to get more dirt on Excelsior than my
team has been able to in four months. And the good thing is that most
of it is usable in court. We got Warring dead to right, and with Leisa
Saxon’s testimony the nails will be driven in even further. With that we
should be able to get to the prostitution ring and hopefully the human
trafficking operation too. We haven’t got enough to get Jennifer
Stockbridge yet, not until we break Warring, but I know his type. He’s
loyal only up to a point. He won’t want to go down on all of this by
himself. Not when he’s facing the death penalty. He’ll roll, and soon.”

“I take it you have agents watching Stockbridge?” I said.



“Of course,” she said. “The news about Warring’s arrest will reach
her soon and she might try to bolt. If she does, my agents will bring
her in on a material witness warrant I managed to get the U.S.
Attorney’s office to authorize.”

“Good,” I said. “And what about Kang Ree?”
Mary Anne grinned.
“Yeah,” she said. “Mr. Kang. It seems that when my agents arrived

at the hospital to arrest him on conspiracy charges an hour ago they
found him tied up in a linen closet and knocked unconscious. The
Broward County deputy posted there had no idea how that happened,
nor did the tall Japanese woman or the slender Israeli man who were
sitting with Mr. Eddington in his daughter’s room. Anyway, he’s in
custody too. By the way, we got the record back on Tony Anamonti. He
has quite an extensive sheet, even going back to his time in the
Marines. Got a bad conduct discharge, suspicion of being involved in a
criminal enterprise in the service. They could never prove it so he
wasn’t prosecuted. Since that time he’s been suspected in at least five
contract murders and a dozen or so strong-arm muscle jobs. And
you’ll love this. Know what his nickname is?”

I shook my head.
“The Mini Guinea,” Mary Anne said with a grin.
I started laughing too.
“Well that is appropriate, I suppose,” I said. “If ethnically

insensitive.”
And we both started laughing very hard, as did the male agent

over by the door.



Chapter 48

Marc Warring cracked late Saturday night after hours upon hours
of interrogation by both Detective Kellie Murphy of the Broward
County Sheriff’s Office and Supervisory Special Agent Mary Anne
Tellez of the FBI. They were thorough and relentless, spelling each
other as the hours went by, and neither of them seemed flustered or
tired in the least. Marc Warring was another story, and soon, as they
laid everything out for him, he came to realize that the only way he
didn’t get the death penalty was if he cooperated with the cops and the
feds. He spilled everything he knew, and he knew a lot, more than
enough to get the FBI the search and arrest warrants they needed, and
by Sunday morning they were ready to make additional arrests.

Teams of FBI agents and local police from various jurisdictions
throughout South Florida set out at six a.m. and began arresting key
members of the Excelsior Group’s management staff, among them
were the comptroller, chief operating officer, director of marketing,
chief financial officer, executive vice president in charge of operations,
and the senior program manager, Mrs. Debra Kenny. Mrs. Kenny and
her husband were arrested while trying to take their cabin cruiser out
from the harbor in Fort Lauderdale.

At seven a.m. sharp Supervisory Special Agent Tellez led a team to
the Bay Harbor Islands section of Miami Beach to the beachside home
of the President and Chief Executive Officer of the Excelsior Group,
Jennifer Stockbridge. A dark skinned woman in a traditional black and
white maid’s outfit opened the door for the agents and told them her
mistress was not receiving anyone at this hour. SSA Tellez pushed past
the woman after showing her the warrant, and then the agents fanned
out, searching the large, well-appointed three-story house for their
subject.

Mary Anne and another agent found the raven haired beauty



sitting on the back deck staring down at the water. She was wearing
dark shades and a white silk bathrobe, and on a small table to her left
set a long stemmed glass that appeared to contain champagne. She
barely looked up when Mary Anne announced herself and began to
explain the charges against her. Next came the reading of the rights,
and again Jennifer Stockbridge said nothing. The other agents had
made it out to the back deck by now and when the reading of the rights
was completed, two of them lifted Stockbridge from the chair and
began to handcuff her.

Mary Anne ordered two female agents to escort the prisoner up to
her bedroom so she could change while the others began to search the
house. I had waited out front in the large circular driveway and when
Mary Anne Tellez came back outside about twenty minutes later, she
gave me the thumb’s up and smiled.

I nodded, waved, then turned and walked down the driveway to
where I had parked my rental.



Chapter 49

I got to Aventura Medical Center at eight Sunday morning and
went straight to the Critical Care Unit where Dee had been assigned
since she’d been admitted last week. After getting off the elevator I
started over to the nurses’ desk, but paused when I saw Reuven
Eckstein coming down the corridor. He looked over at me and smiled.

“Right on time, Derrick, my man,” he said, reaching out and
touching my shoulder. “She just woke up ten minutes ago. I was about
to come call you.”

I had never known such joy and relief in my life. I walked past
Reuven and took off down the hall very quickly. When I turned the
corner on the corridor where Dee’s room was located I saw a Broward
deputy and Kimiko Tanaka standing outside talking. Kimiko glanced
at me and grinned, touching my arm as I pushed by and went inside.

The first thing I saw was Jason Eddington standing just inside the
door and out of the way as several people moved around Dee’s bed
checking her responses to various bedside tests. I recognized Dr.
Lenton among the crowd.

I put a hand on Jason’s shoulder and he turned slightly, and then
smiled.

“She’s awake, Derrick!” he exclaimed, putting both of his powerful
hands on my shoulders. “My girl’s awake!”

On impulse he hugged me and I returned it, feeling my heart
racing a little.

A few minutes later Dr. Lenton came over to us, her face showing
signs of exhaustion.

“If she hadn’t woken up today I was prepared to deliver a very
unhappy prognosis,” the neurosurgeon told us, and then her face
relaxed into a half smile. “But I am very happy not to have to do that
now. She’s got a lot of recovering to do and it will not be easy, but as of



this moment I am prepared to say that there is no lasting neurological
damage. She is awake and aware, knows who she is, and you, Mr.
Eddington. She even remembers she had a date with you last Monday
night, Mr. Olin. Right now the prognosis looks promising, but still
guarded.”

Jason began to weep as he reached out and embraced the doctor.
After a few minutes he turned and looked at me for a moment before
moving over to be with his daughter. Dr. Lenton turned and stared at
them both.

“She really is lucky,” the doctor whispered to me. “For a while
there I didn’t think she would ever wake up.”

I nodded but said nothing. Dr. Lenton called the rest of the staff
out of the room and they all left. I stood in the corner for a while
longer and watched father and daughter. Dee was pale and looked so
small at the moment, but at least she was alive. I could feel something
welling up inside me and fought for control. This wasn’t the place or
the time. At least not for me.

Jason Eddington turned and waved me over. I stilled myself,
forced a smile, and stepped over to the bed.



Epilogue

I didn’t really see a need for Jason Eddington to ever know the
things that his daughter had done while working for Excelsior, but
with everything that ended up on the news following the arrests of so
many of the agency’s senior people, it was inevitable, and Dee decided
she needed to tell her father before he heard about it from anywhere
else. She and I had talked ahead of time a couple days after she woke
up and I told her there was really no need to tell me, but she insisted
that I know everything, including why it was she had been beaten up in
the first place. So I sat, holding her undamaged hand gently, and
listened to it all without judgment.

Yes, Excelsior was more than just a fashion modeling agency. Yes,
in addition, it had a very lucrative side business as an international
call-girl and private escort service, a service that Dee herself was a part
of. She hadn’t known about the human trafficking side of the business
until very recently and that’s when she’d started asking too many
questions and generally letting it be known that she didn’t like it. She
wanted out but knew they would never let her go, and like Leisa Saxon,
she was terrified of Marc Warring and Kang Ree; and even more so
afraid of Jennifer Stockbridge. Apparently Ms. Stockbridge was known
to have a ruthless temper and was even supposed to have slashed one
of her girls so badly about the face that she was never able to work
again; and she had disappeared a short time later, never to be heard
from again.

Then I showed up and Dee started to have more doubts about
what she was doing, remembering the woman she used to be earlier in
life, and desperately wanting out of where she was now. Monday
afternoon she had gone to Debra Kenny and told her that Orlando was
going to be her last job. After that she was quitting, no matter what
Jennifer Stockbridge or the others said. She promised to keep her



mouth shut about what Excelsior really had going on as long as they
left her alone. A mistake in retrospect because Mrs. Kenny had gone
straight to Marc Warring, who in turn informed Stockbridge.

A short time later German Yost and Rocky Reinhold were
dispatched through an intermediary to deliver a very brutal warning to
Dee, and to all the other women who worked for Excelsior. They
belonged to the firm, nobody got to quit, and if they tried, this was
how they would end up. Or worse.

Dee told all of this to her father and he listened with tears in his
eyes, then he leaned over and kissed his daughter on the forehead and
told her he loved her and all that he wanted was for her to get better.
After that Dee drifted off to sleep and Jason and I went out into the
hall to talk.

He asked me what I thought and I told him I didn’t make
judgments of my friends. Dee was a good person and that was all that
mattered to me. He said that is what really mattered to him as well.

I stayed in Miami for another couple of weeks as Dee recovered
and the FBI got to the bottom of Excelsior. Jennifer Stockbridge did
not crack, but with the testimony and evidence provided by everyone
else who did, the whole house of cards soon fell, and the Bureau got
the answers they were looking for, and not all of them were pleasant.

Dee came home and her father was there along with her brother,
stepsister, and stepmother. They would make sure she had everything
she needed as she continued to recuperate. All the love and attention
and everything else it would take.

By this time I was an interloper and decided to take my leave,
promising to keep in touch and to come back and visit when she was
feeling better. And I’d make good on that Caribbean trip. This made
Dee smile.

Back in Birmingham it was fall and the weather was cooling.
Technically I hadn’t been working in months and I needed to start
making some money. As luck had it Marc Guyerson of Colonial Bank
Security called two days after I returned and offered me a brief
commission to put on a two day presentation for some of the bank’s
top brass regarding the threats that might lie ahead for the industry in
terms of terrorism. The money was good and I said sure.



The meeting was held in Birmingham the following week and in
attendance were all of the district CEOs and the senior vice presidents
and branch directors. One in particular was a familiar face. The
Director of Private Banking for the Montgomery District. Karyn M.
Lochert. Previously I had spent a week in Montgomery teaching Ms.
Lochert personal defense tactics in advance of an overseas trip she had
been preparing to take. She seemed to have made it back in one piece
and that was good to know. Nothing was better for advertising your
professional skills than past students who were still among the living.

After the meeting ended on the second day Karyn came up to me
and we talked for a while. She told me she was going to be in town for
a few days more before returning to Montgomery. Her husband was
still in South Carolina wrapping up an architectural conference and
she figured now was the perfect time to take care of some things that
needed to be resolved between the Birmingham and Montgomery
districts. When everyone else was out of earshot I asked her if she
might like to have dinner with me while she was in town. She smiled
warmly, her dark green eyes never leaving mine, and said she’d like
that very much.

Friday night I picked her up at her hotel at eight. We had dinner at
Giano’s Italian Restaurant on Lakeshore Parkway in Homewood a
couple miles from my place. Afterwards I asked if she’d like to drive
around for a while, maybe go down to Hoover or Riverchase and take a
stroll around one of the very safe and secure nighttime walking parks
that the residents are always touting to everybody. Karyn said no she
would not like to do that. What she actually wanted to do was go back
to my place.

Oh well, I thought sardonically, then drove us to my apartment.
We were there now, lying in the darkness in the middle of my bed,

cuddling, her head against my shoulder, my arm around her back.
“That was just about everything I thought it would be,” Karyn

murmured after a while.
I turned to glance at her face, barely visible in the darkness.
“Just about everything?” I said.
Karyn grinned and raised her knee and slid her leg across my

lower body.



“Well… actually I was expecting you to put me in a coma, big guy,”
she said.

I chuckled and pulled her on top of me, slipping my hands down
to her smooth and round little rump.

“One coma coming up,” I said, and then rolled her over on her
back, easily maneuvering my body on top of hers. Leaning down, I
kissed her lips and she put her arms around my neck, her short legs
tightening against me. My arousal was immediate and I nearly didn’t
have time to retrieve another condom from the nightstand drawer.

Karyn inhaled sharply as I entered her body once more, and then
she relaxed, accepting me.

We kissed again.
And then…

[1]
 In August of 2009 Colonial Bank of Alabama failed and was taken

over by BB&T of North Carolina, however for the purposes of this series of
novels Colonial still exists.

[2]
 Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening by Robert Frost.

[3]
 Assistant United States Attorney.
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