


Retrograde
X of Derrick Olin

Stellen Qxz
3rd Man Publications (2008)

Rating: ★★★★☆

Tags: action, bodyguard, sex, Special Forces,
stalking, thriller, violence

Traci Brenner had left his life many years ago and he thought
that he’d finally put her behind him for good. But an urgent call
from his former lover brings Derrick Olin right back into his past,
and into a myriad of feelings that he had never even suspected he
was capable of.  Traci tells Derrick that she has trouble, and shortly
thereafter he’s on a plane to Utah, no questions asked.  He tells
himself that he’s just going to help out an old friend, but soon
realizes that the journey is a lot more complicated.  The backdrop is
a very real threat to Traci Brenner, a threat that Derrick Olin is
more than capable of dealing with under normal circumstances, but
these circumstances are anything but normal.  This time, in addition
to the violence and the danger, Derrick must confront his own
human emotions as well as his personal needs and desires, things
that his lifestyle and his work have always denied him.  Or maybe
he’s just denied them to himself.  And, oh yes, there is the little
matter of the violence and the danger…
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Chapter 1

TALLADEGA, ALABAMA



NASCAR!
The National Association of Stock Car Auto Racing. Up until

recently I didn’t even know what the acronym stood for, didn’t really
know it was an acronym. Strange because I’ve lived in Alabama off and
on for most of my life, born and raised in Birmingham just over fifty
miles to the west of Talladega and the NASCAR Superspeedway. But it
never interested me, not in the least. And, to be honest, it doesn’t
interest me now, not really, but for the first time in my life, I am
actually attending the Talladega races this mid-October weekend as
the temperatures are finally starting to come down and approach
something close to normal for fall.

It’s Sunday, bright and beautiful with a clear sky and temperatures
in the low seventies. Most people are still wearing shorts and short
sleeves but I see a lot of jackets being carried around just in case the
wind picks up, as it is apt to do around the speedway. I’m actually
dressed in a suit, black, gray button-down shirt, and black slip-on
dress shoes. Kind of overdressed for attending the races, but I’m not
actually attending the races. I’m working today, which is the only
reason I’m here, believe me.

A week ago, I got a call from Lolita Rossier, President and CEO of
Rossier International, one of the largest private security firms in the
country and based over in Atlanta. I’ve done work for Rossier a few
times and she’s always been impressed with my work, or so she keeps
saying. And for that reason, she gave me a call when a client of hers
informed her that he was coming to Alabama this weekend to attend
the races at Talladega. The client is a very wealthy oil sheik from Saudi
Arabia, a minor prince actually with very close ties to the government,
and he’s a NASCAR fanatic, follows all the races very closely, and likes
to attend whenever he’s in the U.S. and time permits. He had been all
over the country to different racecourses, but never to Talladega. He
was adamant about attending, and this was not a man used to being
denied anything.

Because of his wealth and his nationality, the sheik was a prime
target for kidnapping and/or assassination. He never went anywhere
without a heavily armed protective escort, and whenever he was in the



U.S. that escort was supplemented by agents from Rossier
International, often with Lolita Rossier leading the details herself.
Lolita asked if I was available to be the local backup during her client’s
visit and I told her that I was, having just wrapped up a two-week
assignment for a client up in Memphis. She sent me all the
information she had on the client, including an up-to-date threat
assessment that I found both thorough and a little disturbing. It
seemed that this particular sheik had many enemies, most probably
because of his extreme indulgence in all things western, especially
American. Apparently, many of his fellow countrymen didn’t like his
tastes or his cozy American relations. Maybe they didn’t think he
showed their culture the respect it deserved. And reading his file made
me think that they were probably right. One curious item I noticed was
that while he was married to a woman from a well-to-do traditional
Saudi family, the sheik always insisted that his mistresses—and there
were many—be American. I guess the man really did like to buy USA.

In the past, there had been no less than nine attempts to either kill
or kidnap him, and several of his bodyguards had died during those
attempts. How very nice for them. The assessment seemed to suggest
that he was under greater threat in his native land than in the United
States, but with the way a lot of people in this country felt about Arabs
these days, his security team wanted to take no chances. And neither
did Lolita Rossier. I thought that was probably a prudent course to
take, considering we were talking about Alabama. Even Twenty-First
Century Alabama looked a lot like Twentieth Century Alabama in
many respects, especially when it came to people being different.

I grew up here, came back here after I left the Air Force more than
a decade ago, and there are many things that I can say about the state
that are kind, but there are equally as many that I can say that are not.
Progress does not come quickly in the south, and in particular not in
the area of racial and ethnic relations. For the most part a lot of it stays
buried, but not far beneath the surface, and it doesn’t take much to stir
up racial tensions and old prejudices. And let’s face it, NASCAR brings
out the rednecks—and proudly so. Apparently, it also brings out a
thirty-nine year old billionaire Saudi oil sheik with a fondness for
American women. A good thing too, because it means another good



paycheck for me. And that’s always nice. For me.
The last couple of days have gone well. The sheik is actually

staying in Atlanta and flies over every day on a private jet which lands
at Talladega Airport just on the other side of the speedway. I meet the
party there with three vehicles and fully vetted security drivers, and
then we come over to the southwest side where the private viewing
suites are located, one specially reserved for the client and manned by
security personnel twenty-four hours a day, swept by bomb-sniffing
dogs thirty minutes before the sheik’s arrival.

One thing I wish the man would do while he’s here, since he loves
America so much, is get rid of his Saudi duds and put on jeans and a
T-shirt and cowboy boots or something like everybody else is wearing.
But he doesn’t. Apparently, he likes to look like Lawrence of Arabia
and everybody who sees him stops and stares, and a few of those stares
have not been particularly friendly, but we manage to get him inside
his suite quickly before any trouble ensues. And after today, this job
will be over and I’ll be three grand richer. My finances taken care of for
this month. Excellent.

I was posted outside the upstairs luxury suite along with two
uniformed guards. Actually, I wasn’t really posted anywhere. I was
roving, checking the area for any potential problems and making sure
that all the other security personnel assigned to the team were where
they were supposed to be and doing what they were supposed to be
doing. However, right now I was outside the suite with the two guards,
having just stepped out from having a quick word with Lolita Rossier.
She was inside the suite with the sheik and several other bodyguards—
and a special friend who looked like she might be twenty-one. Lolita
had informed me that the client would be ready to leave in about an
hour, before the final race concluded. He had business to attend to
later on in Atlanta and would have to leave early. I told her that was
fine by me; it meant we wouldn’t have to deal with all the crowds of
people trying to get out of the stadium at the end of the race.

I checked my watch. Almost three o’clock. Time for another quick
tour of the area, maybe check on the drivers to make sure they were
doing alright, and maybe I’d stop by the bathroom on the lower level
before coming back up. I had drunk more water than I should have at



lunch, but staying hydrated was important when working long hours.
If I had to I could wait, it wasn’t an urgent situation at the moment.

I nodded at the guards and then headed for the back stairs,
coming down quickly and then pushing through the glass double doors
at the bottom and emerging on a concrete walkway that led out from
the west tunnel that gave access to the private suites. There were two
more guards stationed here and they nodded when they recognized
me. I waved and then walked out toward the sunlight, taking out my
shades as I went.

Across the way, I could see the three dark SUVs that belonged to
my team, and the three drivers were standing outside talking to one
another. I decided not to disturb them, as long as they were keeping an
eye on their respective vehicles I didn’t care what else they did.

For about fifteen minutes I walked around the small perimeter in
the VIP area. Nothing seemed out of place. No angry hoards preparing
to storm the complex. But outside things were a hell of a lot louder
though, and the smell of gasoline fumes was nearly overwhelming. I
strolled around for another five minutes and then decided that was
enough. I also decided that I did have time for a quick trip to the
bathroom; then I’d head back upstairs to wait until the client was
ready to leave.

I followed the signs for the restrooms and found them after about
five more minutes. There wasn’t a line right now and I was glad
because suddenly I really had to piss, feeling that slight burning
sensation start in my bladder. I pushed through the door to the men’s
room and made right for the back where the stalls were. If I can avoid
using a public urinal, I always do, preferring the security of a locked
stall, even if all I have to do is urinate.

While I stood over the toilet and did my business, I heard the
restroom door push open and slam into the wall. This was followed by
loud cussing in a deep drawl and then even deeper laughter. Three
voices I think. They were talking about the race, how it was the best
one they'd been to in a while, but how they still missed Dale, Sr. The
best there ever was and would be. Damn right!

One of the stall doors on my right opened and closed, and almost
immediately, I heard someone else start to do his business.



Unfortunately, not all of it ended up in the toilet. I shook my head,
finished up, and flushed.

When I stepped out of the stall, I glanced around for a moment
and then walked up to the front where the sinks were located. There
were two men standing at the urinals, both wearing dirty sneakers,
cutoff shorts, and different color tank tops, both fitting the
stereotypical definition of an Alabama redneck, but I do try not to
generalize.

I went to the sink and turned on the hot water, giving it a few
seconds to warm up before putting my hands under the stream. One of
the men at the urinals said something that I didn’t quite catch, but his
buddy found it hilarious and they both laughed loudly. When they
finished they turned and came to the sinks. I was standing at the
middle one and they each moved to the ones on either side of me. I
noticed the one on my right glance over. I nodded at him and finished
washing my hands.

“Nice suit,” the man on my right said.
“Thanks,” I said, turning off the water.
“You don’t come to many of these here races, do you, son?” the

man said, grinning over at his buddy.
I stepped back from the sink and moved around the man to the

paper towel dispenser on the wall to his right.
“Nope,” I said, and then unwound a length of paper towel, drying

my hands.
The man at the other sink glanced over at me now and stared

hard, suddenly the grin fading from his deeply tanned and red face.
“I saw you earlier, fella,” he said. “Didn’t I? Yeah, you was with

that A-Rab guy gettin’ out them fancy SUVs yesterday! Damn
raghead! He back here today? The fuck an A-Rab doin’ here anyway?
Ain’t nobody racing no goats! And why you with him? You an A-Rab
too? Or maybe you just like gettin’ fucked in the ass by ‘em!”

Oh yeah, now this is the Alabama many people like to pretend
doesn’t still exist. I should have held off going to the bathroom until I
was at the airport. Hindsight.

I finished drying my hands and dropped the paper towel in the
trashcan to my left, all the while keeping an eye on both gentlemen at



the sink. Neither of them was washing their hands anymore, both
staring directly at me; and none too friendly. Off to my right the third
gentleman from the stall in back had come forward and was now
between me and the exit. He was fastening his belt and staring at the
three of us with an expression of confusion on his face.

“Hey what’s goin’ on, Jay-Bob?” he said to one of them.
“I tell you what’s goin’ on, Slim,” the man who had recognized me

said in a snarl. “This fuckin’ nigger here is a raghead lover! Remember
I tole you yesterday about that raghead I saw comin’ in? Well this
nigger was with him. Look at how fancy his baldheaded ass is. Got
them clothes workin’ for the fucking ragheads! Terrorists all of them!
We shoulda just bombed all them mother fuckers, kill ‘em all and let
the good lord Jesus sort ‘em out later! Right along with all them who
support ‘em. Like that nigger A-Rab in the White House!”

The man standing next to the speaker nodded and said damn
right.

Reason was probably not going to win out here, but I suppose I
could give it a shot.

“Guys, let’s just agree to disagree and go our separate ways,” I said
in an easy voice, making sure to keep all three of them in my line of
sight, my arms down by my sides, relaxed but ready. “You fellas finish
washing up and I’ll head out. This is the last day of the race and we
don’t have to see each other anymore. Everybody just has a nice life.”

“Oh we gonna have a nice life alright,” Jay-Bob said. “Slim, watch
the door while me and Emmet here teach this nigger raghead lover
how real Americans feel about his kind.”

Slim nodded and moved over to the door. He was actually kind of
a big guy, as most guys named Slim usually were. Big gut, big chest,
and big arms, maybe three inches taller than me. He had on faded blue
jeans and an orange tank top that was stretched tight across his belly.
At one time, he had probably been in pretty good shape, but no longer.
He folded his arms across his chest and gave me the hard eye.

His buddies seemed to be in slightly better shape and they had the
look of meanness and cruelty about the mouth and eyes. Something
told me they didn’t intend for this to be a fair fight. That was good,
because neither did I.



One of the chief differences between amateur brawlers and
professional fighters is that pros understand the need for speed,
brutality, and ruthlessness in a fight. They don’t waste time; if a
confrontation can’t be avoided then they go for it with everything they
have in an effort to quickly vanquish their opponents.

Jay-Bob came at me first, looping a sloppy right hook at my head.
I ducked under it and drove my left fist into the right side of his gut,
twisting on contact and driving the force of the blow upwards into his
spleen. Jay-Bob groaned in pain, turned, and fell over the sink,
whimpering and moaning at the same time.

Emmet was momentarily stunned by what had happened to his
friend and this gave me a chance to close the distance. His eyes
widened and he brought his left hand up to throw a punch, but too
late. I was already driving a fore-knuckle strike into the left side of his
stomach, pushing all the way through him, and he doubled up, gasping
for air. As he bent down, I raised my left knee into his nose and then
stamped down hard on his right foot before pushing him backwards.
Emmet hit the tiled floor very hard and cried out in pain as blood
began to pour from his ruined nose.

Jay-Bob was trying to push himself up off the sink as I turned
around and drove my left elbow into the center of his back, knocking
him to his knees as his chin banged against the back of the sink.

As I stood straight once more and adjusted my suit jacket, I was
staring over toward the door where Slim stood. His arms were now
down by his sides and he was not looking nearly as hard or smug as he
had been before.

“You’ve got two choices,” I said simply. “I’m game either way.”
But apparently, Slim was not, he quickly moved to the wall on his

right, flattening his back against it and making sure that I could see his
hands at his sides as I walked by. I glanced over at him once as I
reached the door.

“Your friends are gonna be fine, just a little busted up. You might
tell them that they should work on their people skills a little though.
And also, just for your personal edification, I got this suit from JC
Penny’s almost three years ago.”

Slim stared at me with an expression approaching stark terror and



he couldn’t speak, but he managed a nod. I nodded in return and left
the rest room.

Checking my watch, I realized that it was about time for the sheik
to leave. Perfect timing.

I adjusted my jacket once more and then started back toward the
VIP suites.



Chapter 2

When I made it back to the suite, the sheik was ready to depart. I
alerted the drivers and they brought the vehicles into the tunnel and
parked just outside the doors where I stood with the two uniformed
guards, waiting for Lolita Rossier to bring the client down.

First came two of the sheik’s personal bodyguards, and then one of
Lolita’s people. Finally, Lolita herself came down. Even though I was
still a bit keyed up from my recent bathroom adventures, I still took a
moment to glance at Lolita as she stepped out onto the concrete curb
and stopped beside me. God what a hell of a woman. Hard to believe
she’s actually in her sixties. But right now is probably not the time to
fantasize about my employer.

The sheik came down, along with his friend, and once everyone
was in their respective vehicles, we left for the airport. It was only a
six-minute drive and made without incident. The pilot already had the
plane warmed up and clearance for take off was granted. Everyone
who was going back to Atlanta boarded the executive business class jet
without delay, Lolita Rossier being the last to ascend the stairs.

She turned to me and removed her shades, smiling, beautiful,
sexy, powerful.

“Thank you so much for all of your help this weekend, Derrick,”
she said over the noise of the engines. “Another great job.”

She held out her hand and I took it.
“Thanks, Lolita,” I said. “A pleasure, as always.”
She grinned and leaned closer.
“It could be an even greater pleasure, Derrick,” she said into my

ear. The scent of her perfume filled my nostrils and excited my senses
and it was very difficult for me to concentrate for a few moments. She
stared directly into my eyes for a long moment before continuing. “Call
me next week. I want to talk to you about something. And I’ll be



sending the check for this job in a couple of days. Email me any
expenses you have and they’ll be added in.”

I nodded, and finally she released my hand. Standing back, I
watched as Lolita went up the stairs, that very shapely round butt of
hers slowly switching from side to side under the smooth black
material of her pants.

I wondered what she wanted to talk to me about. Probably not
what I hoped she wanted to talk about. Like her black pants. Definitely
not.

I moved away from the plane, back over to the hangar, and then
watched as the jet moved out to the runway. A few minutes later, it
was lifting off. The drivers had already left with the SUVs and that was
alright, my personal vehicle was parked in the lot on the other side of
the hangar and I would be leaving in it.

The time was just after four-thirty. Ahead of schedule. Good. That
meant I didn’t have to rush. I had special plans for this evening and
now I had more time to get ready. I was smiling when I rounded the
corner of the hangar and walked toward the single vehicle left in the
visitors’ parking area, a black Jeep Grand Cherokee Laredo. The first
new vehicle I had ever purchased in my life. However, it wasn’t the
jeep that was making me smile. That was the result of other more
intimate thoughts. Thoughts not about Lolita Rossier.

I took off my jacket before climbing in the jeep and starting the
engine, putting on my seatbelt.

The smile was even larger when I looked into the mirror.
Good.
Very good actually.



Chapter 3

HOOVER, ALABAMA
 

The Wynfrey Hotel in the Riverchase section of Hoover is the top-
of-the-line in luxury for central Alabama. The best and the biggest, not
to mention the most expensive. And since I am normally a frugal man,
I don’t spend all that much time here. But today is a special occasion
and special occasions sometimes call for special indulgences. And so I
decided to go all out for this one.

Three weeks ago, I had booked a suite on the top floor of the
Wynfrey, and with the money I had just made from the Talladega job, I
should just about be able to cover half the expense. The work I did in
Tennessee earlier in the month should take care of the rest, plus my
other monthly expenses. It’s a good thing that I’m normally so frugal
and know how to manage my finances properly. Otherwise, this little
indulgence could cause some serious hardship. But it would still be
worth it.

After getting back from Talladega, I went to my apartment in
Homewood to shower and change and then packed a few things before
heading down to Hoover. When I arrived at the hotel, I found that the
suite was ready and checked in immediately. The associate at the front
desk assured me that everything had been prepared according to my
specifications; however, if I found anything out of order I should
contact the assistant manager on duty immediately. She handed me a
card with that individual’s information on it. I thanked her and then
headed upstairs.

Luxury doesn’t really impress me, and while I found the suite very
luxurious, I didn’t find it all that impressive. If it had just been for me,
a room at the local Microtel would have sufficed; and been a hell of a
lot less expensive.

But as I had said, this was a special occasion.
At precisely seven p.m., the doorbell rang and I went to the front



of the suite to answer it wearing dark slacks and a blue long sleeve
button-down shirt with the top three buttons undone. It was room
service, two attendants. They rolled in a serving cart and moved into
the dinning area to set everything up. I stood back and watched as the
pair worked very efficiently and in less than five minutes, everything
was in place. They stood back and watched a little nervously as I
inspected their work.

It was satisfactory. I thanked them and tipped them handsomely,
then showed them out.

I hadn’t eaten since breakfast and suddenly the aroma of the food
on the table made my stomach growl and my mouth water. I walked
back over and checked everything once more. Still perfect.

“Was that room service?”
I turned to my left and smiled as Karyn Lochert emerged from the

back of the suite wearing an exquisite black dress that showed off her
superb little figure. Suddenly I wasn’t as hungry for the food on the
table as I was for the blonde who was approaching me at this moment.

“Yep,” I told her, turning and putting my hands in my pockets.
“And it looks delicious. But not as much as you do.”

Karyn grinned and came to stop right in front of me, her hands on
her hips as she glanced up into my eyes.

“Is that what’s always on your mind, Derrick?” she teased.
“Every time I think about you, love,” I told her.
She grinned again and reached up to put her arms around my

neck, her green eyes filled with glee, and a good bit of lust too.
“Well good,” she said, and then we kissed. I felt an instant jolt in

my loins and had to fight very hard to control myself, less dinner give
way to dessert prematurely.

When the kiss ended, we stood very close for several more
moments, staring at one another.

“You really do look stunning, sweetie,” I told her.
“And you are very handsome, Derrick. Thank you for this night.

You didn’t really have to go to all of this trouble, but I’m glad you did.
Everything is so wonderful. This suite, the view, and this meal. I love it
all.”

“And you deserve it all,” I told her. “And more.”



Karyn grinned again.
“And what exactly might that more entail, Mr. Olin?” she inquired

coquettishly.
“After dinner you’re going to find out, dear-heart,” I told her.

“Promise. But for now let’s sit and eat before everything gets cold.”
Karyn kissed me on the mouth once more and then turned toward

the table where I pulled out a chair for her to sit. I then moved to the
chair on her right and sat down.

“I decided to go with the sampler special,” I told her. “A little bit of
everything, some of them I know are favorites of yours.”

Karyn looked over the food on the trays and her eyes lit up.
“Everything looks so wonderful, Derrick,” she said with delight.

“And my tummy hurts from the scent of everything. I’m starving.”
“Good,” I said, reaching for the bottle of champagne in the ice

bucket to my right. “There’s plenty here to fill you up.”
She glanced over at me and grinned, touching my arm.
“And not everything is on the table right now,” she said.
I smiled at her, pouring champagne into our glasses.
“Well it could be,” I told her.
She squeezed my arm and laughed.
“You’re so bad, Derrick,” she said.
“I try,” I said, handing her a glass. “First a toast.”
Karyn took the glass and stared directly at me, her face beautiful

and warm and full of pleasure. I felt full of many things myself, or
maybe just one thing. But there would be time for that. Plenty of time
for that.

“To you, Karyn Lochert. The most beautiful and sexy and gorgeous
and successful and hot and… did I mention sexy?”

She laughed.
“Yes, I think you did. But I don’t mind if you say it again.”
“Good,” I said, raising my glass once more. “Sexy, yes very sexy.

Here’s to you, Karyn. Happy birthday, baby.”
We clinked glasses and then drank the champagne down in one

long gulp. I put my glass down on the table and leaned across to kiss
Karyn. She put her hand on the side of my face and gently stroked my
chin and when I pulled back, she held on to me, staring deeply into my



eyes.
“Do you know how much I want you inside me right now, Derrick

Olin?” she said in a tight whisper.
Suddenly my trousers were feeling very confining.
One of the good things about these luxury suites is the fact that

they come equipped with a microwave. The food could be heated up
again later. Right now, Karyn and I were heated up ourselves and
eating was not uppermost on our minds.

Well, at least not the food.
I picked her up and gathered her petite body into my arms, kissing

her passionately as I turned for the bedroom. By the time we reached
it, I found that my shirt had been unbuttoned all the way and the
zipper at the back of Karyn’s dress was down as well.

Curious.
A mystery even.
But not something either of us wasted much time thinking about.
As a matter of fact, neither of us did much thinking at all once we

were in the bedroom. Everything was automatic, visceral, and
extremely erotic.

Happy birthday indeed!



Chapter 4

“God I can’t believe where all the time has gone. It seems like just
yesterday I was in high school, last week I was a little girl. And now
here I am. I just find it all hard to believe.”

I shifted a little on the pillow and cuddled Karyn’s body against
mine as we lay in the middle of the plush king-sized bed in the suite’s
large bedroom some time later. Her hair was still a little damp with
perspiration, as was her skin, and I enjoyed the feel of it against my
face. I squeezed her gently and kissed her forehead.

“Well you’re not a little girl now, that’s for sure,” I said. “And I’m
glad of that.”

Karyn giggled and playfully poked me in the stomach.
“Me too actually,” she said. “Otherwise I wouldn’t know what to

do with this delicious chocolate body of yours.”
She leaned over and nuzzled my neck and I took a deep breath,

releasing it slowly.
“Well, my lady, I’ll just say this, if I didn’t know how old you were,

I’d never guess. You’re in incredible shape, you’re stunning, you’re
beautiful, and you’ve got more energy than a high school pep squad.”

Karyn smiled and kissed my cheek.
“And you know just what to say to boost my ego, Derrick. Thank

you. For all of this. Especially for the four orgasms.”
I chuckled.
“Well there’s plenty more where those came from, babe,” I told

her.
Karyn raised her head a little and stared into my eyes in the semi-

darkness of the room. There were lamps on either side of the bed, we
had turned them both on low, and they gave off a soft glow that was
easy for our eyes to adjust to. I liked keeping the lights on while I had
sex because I liked looking at my partner, watching her eyes even



when they were closed, watching to see if she was experiencing as
much pleasure as I was. The added bonus for me was when my partner
had her eyes open, as Karyn did most of the time when we were
together. I liked seeing the effect of what I was doing to her in her
eyes, to watch her lips quiver a little as she reached the point of climax.
To me it was one of the most erotic things in the world.

“I guess you’re gonna have to be gentler with me now,” Karyn
teased, resting a hand on my bare chest. “Now that I have officially
become eligible for a subscription to AARP!”

I chuckled again and slipped my arm around her supple waist.
“Baby, I don’t care what your birth certificate says,” I told her. “As

far as I’m concerned you’re fifty going on twenty-five. And you may
well have to take it easier on me if you become any more insatiable.”

Karyn grinned and kissed me full on the mouth, her tongue
probing inside, and I lay back and enjoyed every second of it. When
she pulled back, her eyes were on mine and they were full of passion.

“I don’t really feel fifty,” she said. “Actually I still feel like a kid
most days. Especially since I met you. I guess since Dan and I never
had kids I don’t have that biological reminder around to tell me that
I’m getting older. A lot of my friends’ kids are grown now, some in
college, some in the workforce. But since they aren’t mine, I guess it
doesn’t seem the same. Dan’s fifty-five and he doesn’t look it either. I
guess we both have good genes.”

“Well I can only attest to yours, Madam Lochert,” I said. “And
from what I see yours are very grand indeed.”

She leaned over and kissed me again.
“You’re a lovely man, Derrick. And very dear to me. I hope you

know that, really. I know that most times we get together it’s just
physical, and that’s what we both want, but I want you to know that I
do care about you, and I am very happy to be sharing this time with
you today.”

I nodded slowly. It was always a tricky prospect being involved
with another human being, especially when sex was involved. I was
not a very emotional person, hardly at all actually, and for me feelings
were not a problem. With very few exceptions, I didn’t have any. Sure,
I had friends, people I liked spending time with, but it wasn’t



emotional. Just as it wasn’t emotional when I slept with a woman. It
was sex, nothing more. A good time had by both. On occasion, I had
formed longer attachments with some women, but I was always
careful to maintain a distance between us, to keep a clear
understanding that our situation would never develop beyond what it
was. This was the reason I usually found myself sleeping with married
women.

There were a lot of people out there in unhappy marriages for one
reason or other. The amazing thing I found was that the people in
these marriages most often actually loved their spouses, but they
weren’t getting what they needed from their relationships and didn’t
know how to talk to their partners about it. For the guys it was easier
to deal with, they had very little problem hooking up with a secretary
or a co-worker, and in lots of cases thought this was the most natural
thing in the world. Women on the other hand were not as quick to
cross that threshold, and when they did, they had to be careful of the
men they became involved with because they didn’t want an outside
relationship to spill into their family lives and cause problems.

It was generally easy for me to spot these types of women. There
was something in their eyes that gave them away. Something that was
not easy to describe, and I gave up trying years ago. I simply know it
when I see it, as I had when I’d first looked into Karyn’s eyes a few
years ago when I was teaching her personal defense tactics ahead of an
overseas trip she was taking on behalf of the bank for which she

works
[1]

. I knew what she was missing in her marriage, in her life, and
I knew I could fill that void for her; and she could fill one in me.

But it wasn’t emotional, at least not for me, and I had to make sure
it stayed that way. I liked Karyn a lot actually. She was fun to be with
and an incredible lover, but beyond that, I felt nothing for her. Even
now as I lay here looking at her beautiful naked body in the low
lighting, feeling the quick return of my tumescence, I felt only lust. But
right now was probably not the time to tell her that.

“You know I haven’t given you your birthday present yet,” I said.
Karyn grinned and raised her arms above her head as she

stretched and moaned loudly, satisfyingly.



“Excuse me,” she said. “And I beg to differ, Mr. Olin. You have
already given me one hell of a birthday present. Four of them to be
precise.”

I snickered and sat up, staring at her chest for a moment. Karyn
hated her small breasts but I loved them, and had many ideas of what I
was going to do with them in the very near future.

I turned and stretched over to the nightstand on my side of the
bed, reaching inside the drawer and extracting a small brown box.
Sitting back up, I took Karyn’s left hand and placed the box in it.

“Open it,” I told her.
She smiled and did as I told her. Once she looked inside the box,

her smile became even wider.
“Oh god, Derrick, it’s so beautiful,” she exclaimed. “I love it.

Thank you!”
“You’re very welcome,” I said. “I was trying to figure out a way of

getting you something this year that you didn’t have to hide all the
time. And when I saw this I thought it would be perfect.”

She nodded and pulled the small charm out of the box and held it
up.

“I love it, Derrick. It’s beautiful. And it’ll go great on the anklet.”
I nodded, pulling the covers away from our lower bodies as we sat

up in the bed. On Karyn’s right ankle was a small gold anklet that I had
given her early on in our relationship and she wore it only when we
were together, supposedly. I don’t know what it is about anklets on
naked women that drive me crazy, but they do, and because of that, I
spend a lot of money on them.

I took the charm from Karyn and she turned sideways, raising her
right foot into my lap, and I spent a few minutes working to clip the
charm to the anklet, finally succeeding. Karyn held her foot up against
my stomach and stared at her ankle.

“It’s lovely, Derrick.”
“Yeah,” I said. “And the anklet’s not bad either.”
She grinned and swiveled around, coming up on her knees in front

of me.
“Very funny, Mister. I may have to give you a good spanking if you

keep it up.”



“Actually that is funny,” I told her, slipping my arms around her
waist and putting my head against her chest. “Because I was thinking
the same thing about you. Especially considering that fantastic booty
you’ve got back there.”

With one hand, I lightly smacked her on the behind and Karyn
yelped, then bent down and kissed the top of my baldhead.

We didn’t get around to dinner until after midnight, but it was still
reasonably good once we took it from the microwave. And after
dinner, we had some more dessert. We had all night because I didn’t
have anything to do on Monday and Karyn didn’t have anywhere to be
until after noon. One of the perks that came with being a senior vice
president. This was a good thing because there were many, many more
things that I wanted to do with her this night and I had no intention of
letting her get any sleep until the sun came up.

And I didn’t.



Chapter 5

ATLANTA, GEORGIA
 

I take comfort in the fact that a lot of people my age aren’t in half
as good a shape. Hell, a lot of people half my age aren’t in half as good
a shape as I am. And it doesn’t come naturally either. I have to work at
it. Six days a week I run and workout when time permits. Sometimes
when I’m busy with work I don’t get much of a chance, but whenever
I’m between jobs, I always put in the time. Two hours each morning.

The Monday morning after Karyn and I had spent the night
together, I decided to skip my workout, but made up for it Tuesday,
and paid for it because I was still a little sore and wobbly. But I was
also smiling as I remembered how she and I had celebrated her fiftieth
birthday. By late Tuesday evening, Karyn was back down in
Montgomery with her husband, celebrating once more, belatedly. But
it would not be the same as our time together. I was certain of that.

On Wednesday, I was back to normal, and on Thursday, I was
even better.

Thursday afternoon Lolita Rossier called and asked if I was busy
on Friday and I told her I wasn’t. She asked if I would come over to
Atlanta and have lunch with her. I said I would. She told me the place
and time and I told her I’d see her then. She hung up without telling
me why it was she wanted to see me, and this intrigued me somewhat.
I was pretty sure I knew what was coming though. Not what I would
have liked, but it was not unexpected either.

Friday morning I woke up at my usual zero-five-hundred and
went through my workout routine, then showered, shaved, and
dressed, heading into the kitchen afterwards to make a light breakfast.
By nine a.m. I was on the road for Atlanta, making the two-hour drive
in three hours because of the hour time shift.

The place I was supposed to meet Lolita was in Buckhead, an
exclusive neighborhood north of Atlanta. I’ve only been to the area



once and got lost that time as I tried to find my way. My new jeep
came equipped with a very good GPS device and I programmed in the
precise coordinates before departing Birmingham. This meant that I
managed to find my way to the Grand Hyatt in Buckhead with very
little trouble. Finding a parking space did present a bit of a problem
because the hotel was currently undergoing renovations and half the
parking area was unusable. Eventually I did manage to find a slot and
parked.

Today I was wearing my trusty blue blazer, a long sleeve maroon
polo shirt, khaki slacks, and a pair of very comfortable black half boots
that I’ve had for more than ten years now. It was a sunny day but very
cool, around fifty-five. If I had been planning on being outside for
more than a couple of minutes I would have brought a hat along with
me.

I crossed the street and made my way into the lower level of the
Grand Hyatt, glancing around for some directions, and seeing a
maintenance tech getting off the service elevator. He told me that the
restaurant I was looking for was one level up. I could either take the
elevator or the stairs just down the ornate hallway. I thanked the man
and chose the stairs. As soon as I took the first step up, a sharp pain
struck the right side of my lower back and I froze.

Fuck! This was not the time. But that didn’t really matter. The
PAIN was back, nothing I could really do about it now. I’d been living
with it for nearly twenty years, a present from my youth when I was in
the Air Force and doing some really dumb things (as opposed to the
ones that I do now). Every now and then, the pain returned and I
spent a few days applying Icy/Hot and doing self-massages until it
subsided. Unfortunately, right now, I didn’t have any Icy/Hot and
there was no time for massages. So I’d just have to bear it. Probably
should go back around and take the elevator, but fuck it, I’m here now.

I took a deep breath, made my back erect, and started up the
stairs. The pain was not so sharp now, but I knew it would be once I
sat down and tried to stand up again later. And the drive back to
Birmingham would be fantastic too. Oh well…

I found the Peachtree Terrace Restaurant on the southeastern
edge of the main level and a black-suited maître’d greeted me with



reserved enthusiasm. I told him I was meeting Lolita Rossier and he
told me that she had arrived only moments ago and was waiting for me
in a booth in the back. He told me to follow him and I did, keeping my
back straight and taking very shallow breaths with each step as the
pain in my back grew worse and worse.

The restaurant was not yet full and many of the tables and booths
that we passed were empty. The maître’d stopped at the second booth
from the end on the left side and there sat Lolita Rossier, smiling with
full red lips and cool black eyes. She held up her hand and I took it,
and then sat down across the table from her. Lolita told the maître’d
that she’d like to order a drink and he said that he would be happy to
get her whatever she wanted. She ordered a martini with a twist. When
asked what I’d like I said lemonade. If the man was shocked by my
order, he covered well, and left to get our drinks.

Lolita turned to me and grinned.
“Lemonade, really?”
I nodded.
“I like lemonade,” I said.
“So you really don’t drink, do you?” she said. “I know that when

you’re working you never take a drink, and that’s as it should be, but I
wasn’t sure if that extended to your private life.”

“It does,” I told her, leaving out the fact that on special occasions I
do imbibe just a little to be sociable—as in the case of Karyn’s birthday
celebration last week.

“Well there’s nothing wrong with that,” Lolita said, leaning her
elbows on the table and taking her face in her hands as she
concentrated on me.

Her stare was very powerful and probably intended to intimidate
me just a little. Unfortunately, for her, many have tried before and it
takes a lot to intimidate me these days. But on the other hand, she
probably had a better shot than most.

A waitress brought our drinks and asked if we were ready to order
yet. We said no and she went away. Lolita continued to stare and I
continued to sit back and remain relaxed. After a couple of minutes,
she took a sip from her martini, nodding in satisfaction. My lemonade
wasn’t half bad either.



“So now do I get to find out why you wanted to see me, Mrs.
Rossier?” I said very formally.

She smiled and took another sip of her drink, and then put the
glass down carefully.

“Straight to it then,” she said. “That’s good. No need to beat
around the proverbial bush. Derrick, I have always been impressed
with the work you do. You are quite good at your job. From everything
I’ve heard and learned from my sources there are few as good, and
probably none better.”

“I don’t know about that, Lolita,” I said, sipping my lemonade
once more.

“I do,” she said, a tone of seriousness in her voice. “I am thorough,
you know that. I have devoted a lot of time to checking you out,
Derrick. I know all about your service in the Air Force, even the
classified bits, and I know about all the stuff you’ve done since going
private. You have done remarkably well for an independent operator,
far better than many. But you’re getting older now.”

“Well thanks for that reminder,” I said ironically.
“It happens to us all,” she continued. “Believe me, I know. I used

to be a lot like you. I did my time with the police, then the DSS
[2]

, and
finally the private sector. I used to love being an operator too, standing
post, sitting surveillance, providing close-protection. But over time, I
realized that this was something for younger men and women. It was
time for me to take on an executive role and let others handle the field
work.”

“Who are you kidding, Lolita?” I said. “You just did a field job last
weekend.”

“Not really,” she said with a quick headshake, pausing to finish her
martini. “That was mainly for show. There were thirteen other
bodyguards there, you included. If something had happened, it would
have been you guys going into action, not me. I was just stroking
Amal’s ego a little. Not that he really noticed with his little friend
fawning all over him. But something like that is very rare for me these
days. I’ve got a lot of people who work for me and they are very
capable operators, all of them. But they can be better. And that’s where



you come in.”
The waitress came back, replaced Lolita’s martini, and asked if I

wanted more lemonade. I declined for the moment because I still had
half a glass. We still weren’t ready to order lunch and the waitress
departed once more.

“Derrick, I’d like you to come to work for me,” Lolita Rossier
continued once we were alone again. “I’d like you to head my Special
Operations Branch. You’d be a VP right away with plenty of
opportunities for advancement. Full benefits, of course, lots of perks,
and if you wanted to you could still live in Birmingham.”

“Lolita,” I protested, holding my hands up. “I’ve had lots off offers
since I left the Air Force and have turned them all down for one simple
reason: I don’t like answering to anybody full time. And as much as I
like you, I’m afraid this includes you as well. I appreciate the offer but
I’m going to have to turn you down. Sorry. Really.”

Lolita Rossier’s expression changed to an ironic smile.
“Of course, I knew you’d say this. I was prepared for it. I do not

intend to let you off the hook so easily however. First let’s order lunch
so the waitress will stop staring daggers at us, and then I will go over
the list of perks and compensations you will be getting as Vice
President in Charge of Special Operations.”

I smiled and glanced down at the menu before looking back at
Lolita. I was about to say something when my cell phone buzzed. I
reached down and pulled it from the holder on my belt. The number
on the display was not one I recognized, but I did recognize the area
code. Utah. Salt Lake City.

I knew a few people out that way but this number did not belong
to any of them. I thought about letting it go to voicemail but then
thought again and told Lolita to excuse me while I answered it.

“Derrick Olin,” I said.
“Derrick,” said a voice from the past. For a moment, I was stunned

into silence, feeling my breath catch in my now very dry throat. I
reached out and picked up my lemonade, draining the glass. “Derrick,
are you still there?”

“Yes,” I said in a low whisper. “I’m still here.”
“It’s me, Derrick,” the voice said. “It’s Traci.”



“I know,” I managed to croak, clearing my throat with some
difficulty. “I know,” I said again, this time more strongly.

“Derrick, I know it’s been a long time since we spoke, and you
probably never thought you’d hear from me after the last time. That’s
my fault. But I could really use your help right now. I’m in trouble and
I’m scared. You’re the only person I could think of to turn to.”

I cleared my throat once more, glancing over at Lolita Rossier who
was intently staring back at me.

“You’re in Salt Lake City?” I said.
“Close by,” said Traci Brenner. “A place called Draper.”
“I know where that is,” I said. “Are you in any immediate danger?”
“Not at the moment,” she replied, her voice becoming strained.

“At least I don’t think so. But I need help, Derrick. I need you.”
“I’ll be there,” I told her firmly, no doubts or hesitations. “As soon

as I can. You have my word.”
I could hear a huge sigh coming down the line and then it sounded

like she was crying. There was a knot in my gut now and it was
growing fast.

“You just hang on and I’ll be there as soon as I can. Promise.”
It took a few minutes before she could respond again. I waited,

feeling a rapid increase in my pulse rate, and a trickle of sweat on the
back of my neck. When she could speak, she told me exactly where she
was. I told her I knew the area and had a meeting location in mind. I’d
call her when I was enroute.

There were so many things to say but now was not the time, so I
said good-bye and hung up.

Lolita was staring at me even harder now, many questions on her
lips.

“Sorry, love,” I told her as I stood. “I can’t discuss this any further
now. I’ve gotta go.”

She stood as well, the look of concern still etched on her face.
“Sounds like trouble,” she said. “Anything I can help you with?”
“I don’t think so,” I told her. “I’m not sure what’s going on yet. An

old friend has trouble.”
“In Utah?” she said.
I stared back at her for a moment before nodding.



“Yeah. I’ve got to get back to Birmingham fast and then catch a
flight out there.”

“I understand,” Lolita said, touching my shoulder. “Go help your
friend. If you need anything from me, help of any kind, don’t hesitate
to call. I’ve got a few contacts out that way who owe me favors.”

“Appreciate the thought, Lolita,” I told her. “Really. Sorry to cut
this short.”

“No problem. When you’ve finished out in Utah, give me a call.
This conversation is not over by a long shot.”

I shook my head and smiled a little.
“Alright, love. Gotta go now.”
She leaned over and kissed my cheek, and any other time this

would have been a very nice experience for me, but not now. Now I
barely even noticed.

And as I turned and quickly made my way out of the restaurant, I
hardly even noticed the pain in my lower back. There were other
things on my mind now. Actually just one thing: Traci Brenner.

Goddamn had it been a long time.
Or maybe it hadn’t been long enough.
I didn’t know what trouble she had or why she was in Utah at the

moment, but I’d find out soon. No matter what had transpired
between us in the past, she was someone who had meant something to
me, probably a lot more than I was prepared to admit. And now she
had a problem, something frightened her, made her cry. Well that just
wouldn’t do at all.

Not at all.
Ordinarily I am one for obeying the speed limits no matter how

anachronistic they are, but this afternoon I gave them not one little bit
of regard as I raced west along I-20 back to Birmingham, my mind
filled with images of a woman I hadn’t seen in many, many years.

Traci Brenner.
Goddamn it’s been a long time!
But maybe not long enough…



Chapter 6

Traci Brenner and I had met about eighteen months after my
return to Birmingham. At the time, I was doing some work for a local
domestic violence program providing protection for some of their
clients who were involved in extremely abusive situations. Traci was
doing volunteer work for the same program. She was a professional
horse breeder and riding instructor with a ranch down in Mobile and
every few months she would come to Birmingham to provide free
riding lessons for the children who were living in the shelters with
their abused parents. One weekend Traci was holding a class at Oak
Mountain State Park south of Birmingham and I was there looking
after a woman whose Ex had already violated two restraining orders.
That weekend he decided to make it number three, only this time he

had to deal with me…
[3]

 Once the police had come and taken the man
away, Traci introduced herself to me. I had been watching her since I
arrived at the park and had been hoping for an opportunity to
introduce myself. Thanks to the Ex showing up I had been provided
with one. I guess he was good for something after all.

Traci and I exchanged cell numbers and the following week she
called and told me she was back in Birmingham for a couple of days,
staying at the house she kept in Hoover, and asked if I’d be free for
lunch. I said I was and so we met at a diner I like downtown. Lunch
actually lasted three hours, and by the time we finally left, the wait
staff was getting kind of aggressive in their suggestions that we should
depart before the dinner hour.

Traci was really easy to talk to and I enjoyed her company. I also
enjoyed looking at her because she was quite cute, very attractive to
me. She was slender, about five-seven, maybe a hundred-ten pounds
or so, narrow athletic features, a thin face with a slightly pointed nose
and thin lips, and shoulder length straight brown hair. And she also



had the most incredible pair of brown eyes that I had ever seen. There
was humor and intelligence behind them, and that hint of something
else, a longing, an emptiness that yearned to be filled.

That afternoon we went back to my place and made love. Traci
was married, I had known that when we met. On her left hand was a
shining gold wedding band. But her marriage didn’t really concern me,
as long as she was willing. She was not the first married woman I had
slept with, but in many ways, she was the most interesting, and I
wasn’t really looking for anything long term anyway. I had had
another relationship shortly after coming back to Birmingham,

another married woman
[4]

—my first—and it had lasted about eight
months. However, since that time I had learned not to tie myself to
one woman. This should have been easy in Traci’s case because she
didn’t live in Birmingham and usually only came north every couple of
months or so. She had a young son back home and a ranch to run, and
her husband was off fighting in Iraq at the time as a Special Forces
NCO in the Army. That latter bit being one of the reasons Traci was so
alone and needing. The setup was perfect for me.

However, as is often the case in life, it didn’t quite work out that
way. Traci and I continued to see each other, but over time, I became
more and more attached to her. Then, over the course of the next two
years, she became the only woman that I slept with. When she couldn’t
come to Birmingham, I went down to Mobile. Her husband was away a
lot, only coming home once every nine months or so for a quick two
week leave, and then returning to his war zone. And when he left Traci
and I would resume our relationship.

It was perfect. We spent time together, granted most of it revolved
around sex, but we didn’t have to be around each other all the time.
That made the moments we were able to share even more special. I
continued to do my work and she continued to do hers, raising her
son, running her business, and teaching the equestrian classes at Oak
Mountain.

What I didn’t realize at the time was just how much Traci had
started to mean to me. I actually managed to convince myself that this
relationship was no different from any other that I had experienced,



but I was wrong. Very wrong. This relationship was not like any other
I’d ever had, and Traci was unlike any other woman that I had known.
I cared about her, and as more than just an occasional sex partner.
This revelation didn’t come to me, however, until the relationship had
run its course; and that’s not something for which I was really sorry.
Had I realized it earlier I might have done something stupid.

Traci’s husband returned from his last combat tour and
announced that he was transferring into another unit, and this meant
she had to move out of Alabama. This also meant that our relationship
had to come to an end. It was difficult for both of us, her more so than
me, but it did affect me too, I just managed to keep that to myself.

We said our good byes and she even told me that she loved me. If
I’d had any good sense I would have simply nodded and said nothing,
but something deep inside me would not let me do the sensible thing,
and I actually told her that I loved her too. And later I realized that I
hadn’t really lied. I cared about her deeply, and on some level that was
probably love. I didn’t really feel it the way I knew she did, but there
was something there, something that ached in my chest when I knew
she would no longer be a part of my life.

Was that love?
How the hell should I know?
But I had said it to her anyway.
This had all happened quite a few years ago. We hadn’t spoken

since shortly after Traci had left Alabama, but I thought about her
from time to time, and in the beginning, I kept up with where she and
her family went using some of my old OSI skills. The first move took
them to Montana where her husband was a part of a newly formed
Special Forces brigade based in Missoula. After that, they were
stationed in North Carolina for a while. It was during this period that I
decided to stop keeping tabs. Traci was living her life and I needed to
get on with mine. She had a husband and a family and there was no
room for me. I had to accept that, actually had already accepted it; or
so I thought.

The effort was monumental but I did it, pushed her from my
mind, and went on with my life. I had been doing that all along
anyway, other relationships, other women, most of them married, and



none of them exclusive or long-term for the most part. And none of the
women I took to bed after Traci ever meant much to me beyond a good
time. This included Karyn Lochert, a woman of whom I was very fond,
but essentially felt nothing for beyond lust.

But now Traci was back in my life. She had called and told me she
was in trouble and here I was winging my way to her with no questions
asked. I didn’t know what trouble she had, and frankly, I didn’t care.
Whatever it was I would help her, there was no doubt in my mind
about that. I was going to get to see her again and that was actually all
I cared about.

I guess it’s true what they say, old feelings die hard.
Very hard.
And maybe not at all.



Chapter 7

SALT LAKE CITY, UTAH
 

I got back to Birmingham around three o’clock and went directly
to my apartment to pack. I had already called the airlines on the drive
back and discovered that Continental was my best bet for getting to
Utah tonight. They had a six-thirty flight to Houston and a connecting
flight to Salt Lake City that left at ten. I booked a seat on both flights.

When I got home, I went to the bedroom closet where I keep a
freestanding weapons locker and dialed in the combination. Inside
was a wide variety of small arms that I had acquired over the years
during the course of my work. Each piece was in excellent working
condition and absolutely clean. Because I was going to be flying
commercial I wouldn’t be able to take a lot of heavy weaponry, and
none of the long guns, but if I needed something larger while out west
I had a few sources I could turn to.

I selected two Glock pistols, both .45’s, and a small Kel-Tec P-32
semiautomatic pistol for backup. It could fit in the palm of my hand
and was easily concealable in a pocket, lightweight and eight shots, ten
if I added the extended magazine.

The weapons went into the hard-side case that I use for travel,
along with spare magazines. The ammo had to go in a separate case.

I opened the other side of the closet and pulled out a large blue
duffel bag with rollers on the bottom, taking it over to the bed and
unzipping it. Since my work often calls for me to make quick last
minute trips, I have become a master of fast packing. On the trip back
from Atlanta I had gone over everything in my head and now didn’t
have to think about what I wanted to pack. The whole process took
seven minutes, and the last thing I put in the bag after my weapons
and ammo was my shaving kit.

Next, I went into the bathroom and took a quick shower, then
came out and put on fresh clothes. The weather out in Utah would be a



lot cooler than Birmingham this time of year so I made sure to bring
along a couple of jackets. The one I put on as I dressed was more
lightweight. The heavier one, along with gloves and two knit caps, was
in the duffel.

I was ready by four p.m. and went into the kitchen to get a couple
of granola bars out of the cabinet above the sink just in case I needed a
snack. Before leaving my apartment for who knew how long, I went
over to the desk in the far corner of the living room and picked up the
black backpack on top. It contained my laptop and printer. Never left
on an assignment without it. These days computers were almost as
essential in the security business as a gun; in some ways probably
more so.

The flight to Houston was on time. The one to Salt Lake City was
delayed for about an hour, but when we finally lifted off, the flight
itself was fairly smooth. I’m not a fan of flying, but for some reason or
other, flying by night is more relaxing for me. Still, I didn’t go to sleep.
I never sleep on planes.

At three minutes to Midnight Mountain Time the Continental
Airlines jet set down at Salt Lake City International Airport in the
midst of a mild snowstorm. It took about twenty minutes for us to
reach the gate and then the cabin door finally opened. Once I was out
of the plane, I headed straight for the nearest restroom to relive my
bladder and to blow my nose so my ears would clear.

When those two very important pieces of business were taken care
of, I slung my backpack across my left shoulder and then headed down
to baggage claim, hoping like hell that my duffel made it on the plane.
My luggage has only been lost about three times during my air-
traveling life and I was hoping that tonight would not be time number
four.

Luck was with me, it was not, and when I opened the bag to check
inside, everything was right where it was supposed to be. I pulled out a
black knit cap and put it on my baldhead before zipping the bag back
up. Then I glanced around and saw signs for the rental car desks off to
my right.

Even after midnight, all of the desks are still manned and I found
a young woman named Tamara at the Avis counter. Her lineage



seemed to be Indian—Native American. Quite attractive too. She was
most charming and helpful despite the late hour, and it only took
about six minutes for her to complete my processing. While I had been
waiting for my flight to depart in Houston I’d gone online and booked
a reservation, this helped to speed up the process.

I took the key Tamara had given me and followed her instructions
on how to find the vehicle I had rented. Two minutes later, I was
completely lost. Five minutes after that I was still lost. But ten minutes
more and somehow, I had managed to blunder into to the part of the
parking deck that I was looking for, and there it set, a dark gray Chevy
Trailblazer. I believe the phrase is Halleluiah! If you’re of that
persuasion.

It was very cold in the parking deck and I quickly climbed into the
SUV and started the engine, moving the heat controls up to high. After
five minutes, I turned them back down to medium as my limbs began
to warm. I took off my cap and dropped it on the seat beside me, then
reached into the backseat where I’d put my duffel and unzipped it. It
took a couple of minutes to take the Glock Model-30 out of its case and
load a magazine, then put it into the weapon, chambering a round.
Once this was done I slipped the weapon into my waistband near my
right hip and pulled my jacket to cover it, then returned the case to the
duffel in back.

Suddenly I felt very sleepy. I put my hand to my mouth as I began
to yawn and my eyes watered. Coming west had gained me an hour.
Today would be twenty-five instead of twenty-four. Actually, it was
already past that.

I yawned again, wiped my eyes, then put the Trailblazer in gear
and backed out. The vehicle came equipped with a GPS but there was
no need to use it. I had been out here before and knew precisely where
I was going. This was a good thing because the first time I had come
out to Salt Lake City eight years ago I thought I would go nuts from the
constant state of confusion in which I found myself. I’m sure that
whoever designed and laid this place out really thought they had done
a good job, but I would most strenuously disagree. It’s hard to explain
unless you’ve actually been here yourself, but suffice it to say that if
you do come out here you should forget everything you have



previously learned about map reading. It saves time, and it’ll probably
keep you from committing suicide or mass murder. It is madness, but
at least now I understand the madness—for the most part—and
hopefully this trip wouldn’t have nearly as many navigational
problems as did the first one.

It’s good to start out positive.
But always be on the lookout for that kick in the teeth that you

know is coming just around the next corner.



Chapter 8

DRAPER, UTAH
 

The Holiday Inn-Express just off of I-15 in Draper hadn’t changed
much since the last time I had been here. I was glad to see that even
after several years in operation everything had been maintained as it
should, with only small hints of wear and tear here and there, but
nothing major. This was the off-season so when I checked in I had my
choice of practically any room I wanted. I selected the top floor—third
—at the back. When I got to my room, it was one-thirty in the
morning. I went to the bathroom and washed my hands and face, got a
glass of water to drink, and then came back into the bedroom and
undressed. I was asleep by two a.m.

I woke up at seven and could see the sun peeking around the
corners of the curtains. I sat up and stretched and yawned, groaning
loudly, and suddenly feeling that sharp pain in my lower back. It took
a few minutes of deep manipulation with the fingers of my right hand
before I felt able to move without screaming. When I was standing up
beside the bed, I did some stretching to loosen everything up and this
seemed to help.

I went into the bathroom to relieve myself, and when I was done,
came back into the bedroom and did more stretches. Twenty minutes
later, I shaved and showered and then came out to get dressed. Today
would be blue jeans, a black sweatshirt, and black Hi-Tech boots with
zippers up the sides. I laid out my heavier jacket as well, also in black,
with a hood attached.

I took the rest of my weapons from the case and loaded them
along with the spare magazines. The .32 went into the right side
pocket of my jacket and the full-sized Glock-21 I stuck in the side
pocket of my backpack for the moment, along with several magazines
for all three weapons. The G-30 I slipped back into my waistband and
covered with my sweatshirt. Both the G-30 and the G-21 had Jentra



clips mounted to their slides, which allowed me to carry them in my
waistband without a holster and without having to worry about them
slipping out if I moved around a lot.

I checked my watch. Eight o’clock.
I took out my cell phone and sent a text message.
Ten minutes later, I was sitting at the desk in the far corner

booting up my computer when my cell phone rang. It was Traci.
I asked if she was alright and she told me she was, although her

voice quivered a little. I asked if she was free to meet with me and she
said that she was, actually sounding a little anxious. This in turn made
me a little anxious.

I told her where I was staying and she said she knew exactly where
it was and could be here in fifteen minutes. I told her not to come
directly over here. I didn’t know what kind of trouble she was in but
thought it prudent if she took a circuitous route. She told me that she
would and then there was a long pause. I waited and finally Traci
released a long held breath and hung up.

When I put down my phone, I suddenly realized that I had been
holding my breath for a long time. I released it slowly.

Christ what the hell was wrong with me? I have spent the better
part of my adult life getting shot at and never batting an eye. Just last
week I was facing off with three rednecks in a bathroom in Talladega
and my pulse never rose above its normal range. But here I am facing
the prospect of seeing Traci Brenner again and my fucking heart is
racing, my hands are even trembling.

Shit!
I clicked on my email icon and typed in my password. No mail this

morning. Good. I closed that window and accessed the one for my
bank, entering in another password and waiting for the screen to come
up. The balances in my accounts were accurate, no fraudulent charges
—I check every day—and I closed this screen as well.

Fifteen minutes had gone by. I stood up and closed the laptop,
stretching my arms above my head and slowly bending from side to
side. My back was still a bit stiff, but not as sore as it had been when I
woke up this morning.

I went over to the bed, got my jacket and hat, and headed for the



door. I wanted to be downstairs when Traci arrived, watching the
parking lot to see if anyone followed her. Again, the prudent thing to
do.

But if I was totally honest with myself, a part of me was just
anxious to see her. And what was wrong with that?

So many things, Mr. Olin, and you bloody well know it.
But I’m not listening to myself this morning.
The first mistake.
Many more to come no doubt.



Chapter 9

The sun might have been shining this morning but it was very cold
outside when I went downstairs. According to the thermometer in my
rental vehicle, the temperature was twenty-nine degrees. I started the
engine and pushed the heat controls back up to high. After a minute, I
slipped the selector in gear and backed out of the parking space I had
taken at the rear of the building.

There were two entrances into the lot, and from the back, I could
see neither of them, so I pulled around to the left front side and
backed into a space at the far end of the lot. From here, I could see
both the main and the side entrances. I turned the heat down and
rolled the knit cap above my ears, resting my hands in my lap as I
settled in to wait.

A couple of minutes later a blue Nissan Maxima pulled into the lot
and stopped under the covered entryway to the main lobby. I could see
two people in the front seat, a man and a woman, neither of them
Traci. The man got out after a couple of minutes and went into the
lobby. The woman had a cell phone to her ear and appeared to be in
animated conversation, barely noticing her companion’s departure.
Ain’t love grand?

I glanced in the rearview mirror on my left and saw cars pulling
into the lot of the small business park behind me. If I remembered
correctly, the last time I had been here that lot had held a furniture
store. When I looked forward again I saw a forest green GMC Yukon
pull into the parking lot and come to a stop in the drive. Even straining
my eyes, I couldn’t make out the driver, but something told me it was
Traci.

I shifted into drive and rolled forward, and by the time I was
halfway there I could make out the slender upper body frame that had
been so familiar at one time in my life. I turned parallel to her SUV



and rolled down my window. The driver’s window of the Yukon came
down as well and there was Traci. She smiled and it went right through
me.

After a couple of seconds, I remembered myself and glanced
around before speaking to her.

“Take a right and pull around back,” I told her. “I’m going to circle
the lot for a minute and then I’ll join you. Wait in your vehicle, please.”

The smile faded from Traci’s face and I was a little disappointed,
and she nodded and did what I told her, rolling her window back up as
she went.

I pulled out of the parking lot’s front entrance and took a left,
moving slowly as other cars approached and passed, none of the
occupants seeming too curious about the Yukon that had just turned
into the hotel’s lot.

I took another left and turned into the side entrance of the lot,
paused for a minute, and then drove back the way I had come. It
wasn’t the most thorough countersurveillance sweep I had ever
conducted, but I was reasonably sure she hadn’t been followed. Not
unless the follower was a lot more skilled than I. Not impossible, but
not all that likely either.

I took a deep breath and then turned for the back lot, taking care
not to push it to ninety. Did I mention that I was just a bit anxious?

Traci had gone to the far end of the back lot and backed in against
the fence that separated this property from that of the business park
next door. There were no other cars on that end and I drove over and
backed in as well, shutting off the engine.

Moment of truth.
Suddenly I felt a little weak in my limbs.
I took a deep breath and climbed out of the Trailblazer, taking

another deep breath as I closed the door and turned toward the Yukon.
Traci sat still with her head turned toward me, her face stark and white
and beautiful.

Another deep breath.
I walked over slowly, my eyes never leaving hers as my feet

creaked on the patches of snow covering the concrete lot. When I
reached the side of her vehicle, the window came down again.



“No one followed you,” I said in a slightly hoarse voice. “At least as
far as I can tell.”

Traci nodded and was about to speak when I heard a small yelp
from inside the car. She smiled and glanced over to the passenger’s
seat and put her hand out.

“That’s JJ,” she told me.
I moved closer and saw her stroking the neck of a little black and

white Jack Russell Terrier. He barked again when he saw me and Traci
continued stroking his neck, leaning down to kiss him.

“Hush, JJ,” she said. “Derrick’s a friend, and he’s here to help,
momma. Be nice to him.”

She sat up again and looked at me.
“It’s good to see you again, Derrick,” she said in a small voice.

“Thank you for coming. I really—” Suddenly her voice cracked and
there were tears in her eyes.

I reached inside and touched her arm, squeezing.
“It’s okay, baby,” I said automatically. “It’s okay. I’m here. And

whatever it is, we’ll take care of it. I promise.”
The tears came at a full clip now and there was nothing that could

stop them. The dog started barking even louder and was giving me a
very nasty look. Nothing to be done about that now either. I opened
the door and put my arms around Traci, hugging her tightly to me.
Her body convulsed against mine and her sobs were heartbreaking.

I held her for several minutes more as the dog continued to bark
and growl, all while I kept looking around to make sure no one snuck
up on us.

When Traci was finally able to pull herself together, she sat back
and I gave her the handkerchief that I always keep in my back pocket.

“We should talk, love,” I said gently. “But not here. Let’s go inside
and get out of the cold.”

She nodded, sniffling and wiping her nose with my handkerchief.
“Okay. But do you know if they allow dogs in the hotel? I don’t

want to leave JJ out here alone.”
“I don’t know the policy,” I told her. “And right now I don’t care.

Bring him. He’s small. We’ll go up the backstairs. There’s a camera on
the entranceway but chances are good nobody watches it during the



day. Come on.”
She sniffled again, wiped her nose some more, and then picked up

her dog and climbed down. I rolled up the window and shut the door
to the Yukon, locking it with the clicker on Traci’s key ring, and then I
slipped my left arm around her and guided her toward the back
entrance.



Chapter 10

“You shaved the goatee. Hard to imagine you without it. But you
look good. Younger, even though it’s been several years since I saw you
last.”

We were in my room, the curtains closed, the lights on, the DO
NOT DISTURB! sign on the door. Traci was sitting at the foot of the
bed and I was in the roller chair that had been pushed under the desk,
now turned around and facing the bed. JJ was over by the door sitting
and staring at me, pensive. That is if dogs can look pensive. I’ve never
given it much thought. Haven’t had a dog since I was a kid.

When we had come into the room, he had been rambunctious,
running all around and jumping up on everything. Traci had tried to
get him under control but she was having trouble getting herself under
control. Finally, I went into the bathroom, got the ice bucket, and filled
it with water, setting it on the floor by the door along with one of the
granola bars that I had brought with me from home. This seemed to
quiet him down and score some points for me. I spent a few minutes
letting him sniff my hand and patting his head before going over to
Traci. She was better now, some color returning to her face, and even
the hint of a smile at the corners of her mouth, but not a very happy
one.

She was wearing blue jeans as well, and brown boots, a charcoal
sweater over a white button-down blouse. The down jacket she had
been wearing before was now hanging up on a hanger in the closet
along with my jacket. We sat facing each other and for me it was like
the intervening years hadn’t happened at all. She was still the same.
Slender and sexy, beautiful, maybe an additional line or two around
the corners of her eyes, but this only made her even more attractive to
me. She was around forty now, but still youthful, still sensual. And she
still had the same affect on me that she did the first day we met. But



now there was something wrong, and she needed my help. That’s why
I was here. All other thoughts had to be pushed from my mind now.
Concentrate on Traci’s problem, help her.

“You look great too,” I told her. “Your hair’s a little longer. I like
it.”

She smiled and absently reached up and pushed a few strands of
hair away from her forehead.

“I always found it odd that a bald man liked long hair.”
I smiled.
“I like it on women,” I said to her. “Not on me. On you it looks

good.”
We sat in silence and stared at one another some more. The

silence wasn’t uncomfortable, and it gave both of us time to think. I
didn’t know what was on her mind but I knew what was on mine.

Nope, couldn’t go there.
“So much has happened since we last spoke, Derrick,” she said,

leaning forward a little. “So many things. I cannot tell you how much I
wanted to call you before now, to hear your voice, to see how you were
doing. But when we said good-bye back then I knew that it had to be a
clean break, otherwise I would never get over you. I was really trying
to make my marriage work then, thought I had a shot. Marcus seemed
like he wanted to try harder too. But that was then. He made first
sergeant by the way. And will probably make sergeant major in
another year. He’s in a different unit now as well. Transferred out of
5th Special Forces to another brigade when we left Mobile, but since
then he’s transferred again. Five months ago, he came back from a
year-long tour in Afghanistan and that’s when we moved to Utah.
We’ve got a place not far from here. Really nice. And I’ve got a ranch
again too. Marcus, Jr. is fifteen now. Growing up really fast. In another
few years he’ll be off to college and…”

She trailed off and suddenly her eyes began to water once more. I
reached out and touched her knee, squeezing gently. She looked up
into my eyes and took a deep breath. She was also trembling again.

Over by the door, JJ stood up and started growling. I glanced over
and gave him a sharp look. He sat back down and whimpered a little. I



turned my attention back to Traci, rolling the chair over until our
knees were touching, and then I took her face in both hands.

“Baby, whatever it is, believe me, I will help you. I’m here for you.
You don’t have to be scared anymore. Trust me.”

We were silent some more, mere inches from one another, and
that’s when it all came flooding back in an unstoppable wave.
Everything that we had both felt for one another. And I do mean every
thing we had both felt.

Traci climbed into the chair with me, straddling my lap, her
mouth pressing against mine as her hands slid under my sweatshirt.

The dog jumped up and started yapping again and we both gave
him sharp looks, and once again, he sat down and whimpered.

I reached under Traci’s sweater and lifted it above her head. She
was looking at me with that expression of wantonness that used to
drive me absolutely wild, and it had lost none of its affect. I was fully
aroused and breathing heavily, feeling a burning in my loins that
demanded immediate satisfaction.

I stood up with Traci’s legs around my waist, moving over to the
bed and settling down on top of her as we continued to kiss, our
tongues going everywhere, probing everything as our mutual lust built
and built.

There were so damn many buttons on her shirt that I almost gave
in to temptation and ripped them off, but I restrained myself. And
once the shirt was off, I moved down to the boots, then the jeans.

She was wearing pink lace panties and a matching bra. I took a
minute to admire them as she lay back and watched me, her eyes filled
with a combination of humor and eroticism. I leaned down and kissed
her full on the mouth, and then I finished undressing her.

I stood at the foot of the bed and slowly removed my clothes,
watching her the entire time as she lay on her back, both arms flat at
her sides, her slender legs together, a wicked grin on her thin, pink
lips.

When my boxers came off I was completely tumescent, and Traci
sat up and smiled more.

“Oh boy, is that for me?” she teased.
I grinned, nodding. “All for you, lover. Every little inch.”



“Not so little,” she said. “Come here.”
As I leaned down on the bed, JJ stood up once more. I glanced his

way and he immediately sat back down. Good dog.
I kissed Traci as she reached for my erection, stroking it gently,

using her saliva for lubrication. We lay side by side and kissed and
played with one another until we were both near the eruption point.
And then I remembered condoms. Fuck! Damn near forgot.

I told Traci to hold on while I went into the bathroom to get one
from my shaving kit. She took a hold of my penis once more and
pulled me close, her nose pressed against mine as she looked directly
into my eyes.

“You don’t need one, Derrick,” she whispered. “And I don’t want
you to wear one. I want you inside me, and I want you to come inside
me.”

I stared back at her for a long time, her hand still wrapped tightly
around my erection. I had never had sex without a condom, and could
never have imagined a situation where this would change for any
reason. That is until right now. For some reason right now I didn’t
want to wear one either.

So I didn’t.
I pressed my lips against Traci’s and turned her onto her back,

climbing on top. She was so wet and still so tight, and it was the most
incredible physical feeling that I have ever experienced.

That is, up until the point when I came inside of her…



Chapter 11

“I had my tubes tied four years ago. I had always wanted to have
another baby and thought that maybe once Marcus got his fill of
overseas duty he’d be able to spend more time at home and we could
have another child. But he never did get his fill of that life, and to be
honest, it’s not all his fault. The Army is stretched so thin these days
that they need every body they can get, especially in Special Forces.
But he loves it and will never give it up until they make him retire.
Which won’t be any time soon. And once I finally realized this, I
decided that it was best not to have any more children. I was already
raising one child alone, best not to make it two. M.J.—Marcus, Jr. likes
to be called that now. He’s had a hard time growing up with his father
gone so much, but despite that, he has excelled. He’s a really bright
kid, with a bright future ahead of him. And thank my lucky stars he
doesn’t want to go into the military. He’s really in to computers and is
working on getting a scholarship to MIT. He’s smart and I think he’s
got a really good shot. We’ll just have to see.”

Traci lapsed into silence and I slowly massaged the top of her right
shoulder as she lay in the crook of my arm, her head against my chest.
We were lying under the covers in the middle of the queen-size bed;
the bedside lamp on low, snuggled together and enjoying the post-
coital come down. She was doing all the talking because she needed to.
I was okay with that, ready to listen to anything she had to tell me,
knowing that at some point she would tell me what she needed to. And
to be honest, at the moment I was feeling pretty good. Sex with Traci
was still as exciting today as it had been the last time we were together,
better even because of all the time that had passed. She was still
amazing, wanton, completely without regret when it came to receiving
and giving pleasure, and she completely wore me out. It was
incredible.



I exhaled softly and squeezed her tightly. She turned on her side
and put her hand on my stomach, kissing my chest.

“Have you ever had sex without using a condom before?” she
asked.

I shook my head and looked into her eyes.
“Nope. You were the first. I usually have a rule. Goes like this:

‘never let passion or lust get in the way of good sense’. It’s why I’ve
made it to my forties without any kids, or anything else I might not
want.”

Traci grinned and kissed me again.
“Well you don’t have to worry about either on my account. Believe

me. Like I said, I’m fixed, and other than Marcus, you’re the only man
I’ve ever been with without a condom. And what’s really ironic is the
fact that I just had a physical last week at the base and came away with
a clean bill of health.”

“I’m not worried,” I told her. “That was great. And thank you for
it. It wasn’t an experience I was ever planning on, but if it had to
happen, I’m glad it was with you. And I believe I said this already but
it merits repeating. It was fantastic! You were fantastic.”

She stared at me for a while longer and then glanced down at the
foot of the bed. The dog had jumped up on it a little while after we had
finished and now he lay there staring up at the two of us, a bored
expression on his small face. He hadn’t barked while we were making
love and I was glad of that because once we came into the room I
checked and discovered that pets were not allowed. It would have been
really annoying for a hotel staffer to come up and complain while Traci
and I were in flagrante delicto. And it could have led to a brutal
murder.

Traci sat up and the covers fell from her breasts as she leaned
down to stroke JJ’s chin.

“There’s my good boy,” she said. “You probably were a little scared
there when you didn’t know what Derrick was doing to momma. But
you were good, didn’t bark, and momma’s just fine. Actually momma
was having a really good time with her friend Derrick.”

I smiled to myself, glancing down and noticing the crease of her
small buttocks as she bent forward. There was another stirring in my



loins as old memories returned, and my smile became just a bit
iniquitous. I reached out and stroked her back, sitting up as well.

“Never had sex in front of a dog before,” I said. “Did know a
woman once who had cats though.”

Traci grinned and turned to look at me, still stroking the dogs face.
“You know I didn’t intend for this to happen today, Derrick,” she

said solemnly. “Really I didn’t. But I’m not sorry. Actually, what I’m
sorry about is the fact that it’s been so long. I should’ve never ended
things with you. We could still have gotten together from time to time.
I was such a fool to believe that my marriage with Marcus was ever
going to work.”

I stroked her back once more, leaned over, and kissed her
shoulder.

“You did what you thought was best, love, no blame in that. You
wanted to make your marriage and family work. You tried. Don’t beat
yourself up. But I have to ask, since you brought it up, is the trouble
you have related to your marriage?”

Her face became sad again and she turned back to the dog, leaning
down to give him a kiss. Then she sat back and propped herself up on
a pillow placed against the headboard. I did the same, and noticed that
she did not bring the covers back up to cover her breasts. Ordinarily I
wouldn’t have minded this because I love looking at breasts, in
particular small ones like Traci’s. I find them much more fun to play
with than larger ones. But now was not the time for such thoughts.
Still, if she was going to keep them on display…

She reached over and took my hand in hers, interlacing our fingers
together. I glanced over at the clock and saw that it was nearly ten. I
hadn’t asked if her husband was at home waiting, or her son. Today
was Saturday and there was no school. I didn’t know if her husband
had to work or not, but she didn’t seem to be in a hurry to leave. That
made me happy.

I squeezed her hand.
She sat and stared down at the dog for a few moments more and

then began to talk. I sat holding her hand and listening, not
interrupting as she said everything she needed to.

“It all started shortly after we moved here about four months ago,



Derrick. Like I said earlier, Marcus had been in Afghanistan for the
past year, only coming home twice on two week leave periods. And
when he came home at the end of the tour, he announced that he’d
been transferred out of the Special Forces and into some kind of
special security unit. It’s called the 3rd Joint Security Brigade and is
based here in Utah over at Tooele Army post. I don’t really know much
about it because Marcus says the work of the unit is all classified. He
says that even though it’s not officially Special Forces, it’s still Special
Forces. All of the NCOs and most of the junior officers come out of SF
brigades all over the place. He said it would be a good move for him
because it would assure him his sergeant major’s stripes. So, of course,
we had to move. It was a good thing school was about to end for the
summer and M.J. wouldn’t have to transfer out in the middle of the
year. He’s had to do that a couple of times before and it really messes
him up. I was worried that he would have problems adjusting to a new
environment again and be resentful, but he seems to have settled in
well. Apparently, the school he’s going to in Draper is really up-to-date
with computers and he’s excelling already. But I’m getting off track.

“So anyway we moved. And I was surprised to find that Marcus
had already found a place for us, a really nice one too; and there was a
bonus, a horse ranch just a few miles away. I had had to sell my ranch
when we left Montana and hadn’t been able to get one going in North
Carolina or when we were out in California. But here was the perfect
place, and Marcus had already arranged everything. I was so happy. It
was so unlike him to be this considerate, but he had been away for a
long time and maybe he was finally feeling a little guilty. I thought that
maybe he was going to try to work on our marriage and spend more
time with his son. But I couldn’t have been more wrong. If anything,
he spent even less time with us. Even though he’s in the same city as
we’re in he still manages to spend most of his time away. He says that
his work demands it and I don’t have any reason to doubt it. He is a
senior NCO and I know how much the Army relies on the enlisted
supervisors to get things done, but still, he should want to spend time
with his family, shouldn’t he?”

That was not really a question so I didn’t say anything, simply



squeezed her hand again and continued listening in silence.
“Anyway about a month ago I finally decided to confront him, to

tell him that if he didn’t start taking an active roll in our family and in
his son’s life especially, then he might find himself really living alone.
It was the first time I had ever said anything like that to him out loud,
and it scared me at first, but then I said to myself why should I be
scared? He was the one who needed to be scared. But he wasn’t. In
fact, right as we were in the middle of arguing, his pager went off and
he had to go over to the base. Said his colonel called an emergency
staff meeting and attendance was mandatory. He was gone for an
entire week, only calling once to tell me that he would not be able to
come back home because the base was on a special alert until further
notice.

“I was furious with him, and the Army. But what could I do? This
was the way things were with military life. I knew that when I married
him. I was just hoping that by now things would have gotten easier,
that he would have… Hell I don’t know. That he would have wanted to
be home with us more. But he didn’t. And I was just ready to give up
and let things go back to the way they had been. Why tamper with
what isn’t working, right? Anyway, one day during that week when
Marcus was gone, I came back home after dropping M.J. at school and
went in to get changed before heading to the ranch for the rest of the
day. When I came back out, I had a flat tire. I was pissed but I’m an
Alabama girl and my daddy made sure I knew how to change a tire
even before I was old enough to drive. So I changed it and went on my
way. A couple days later I went to have the tire repaired and the man
at the shop told me that I hadn’t run over a nail or a piece of glass or
anything like that. Someone had stuck a knife blade in it. Double-
edged and serrated on one side.

“I couldn’t believe that somebody in my neighborhood would do a
thing like that. I know crime happens everywhere but it’s been so
peaceful since we moved in, no trouble with anyone. This seemed
more like a prank than anything else, but I was pissed because the
repair job was more expensive. I thought about calling the police but
figured what was the use. Best to fix the tire and start parking in the
garage all the time now. When Marcus came home, I told him about it



and he gave me the oddest look. I actually thought he looked a little
frightened for a moment, but then it passed. The next week when I was
at the supermarket doing the grocery shopping I came out and found I
had another flat tire. I found out at the shop that it had been slashed
as well. Now I was beyond pissed. I called Marcus at the base and told
him about it, and told him that I was going to call the police. He told
me not to and he came home in the middle of the day. A truly odd
thing for him. And when he did, he had that same look in his eyes, like
something had him on edge. I asked him about it this time and he said
it was nothing; work was just stressful at the time. I could believe that
and let it go, but I didn’t want to let this tire slashing thing go. I
wanted to call the police and report it. It was obvious that someone
was trying to send me a message and I couldn't figure out who or why,
but I wanted to know.

“Marcus insisted that I not call the police and told me that he

would inform base CID
[5]

; they would look into it and file a report if
they found anything. He said that it would be next to impossible for
the cops to find out who had slashed the tires and that this was
probably some sick joke that some jerk-off in the neighborhood was
playing. He’d talk to some of the neighbors when he had time and see
if he could find out what was going on. Well I wasn’t really reassured,
and I was still curious about his behavior, but again, I let it drop.
However, I did keep a closer eye on my vehicle from that point on. No
more slashed tires, but then the next week I was on I-15 coming back
from a meeting down in Ogden with a guy I want to buy some horses
from and this black SUV came out of nowhere and nearly forced me off
the road. At first it was behind me, crowding me, which didn’t make
much sense because there weren’t that many cars on the road at the
time. And then he pulled out and cut me off, cut really close to my
front bumper and nearly made me swerve into the guardrail before I
managed to get control. Then he sped away.”

“Did you get a look at the driver?” I asked, stroking her hand
gently with my fingers.”

She shook her head.
“No. The windows were tinted jet black. And I couldn’t see the



license plate either. All I know is it was a black Nissan Pathfinder. I
used to have one like it, only in red. Maybe five, six years old, not so
sure about that, but I know it was a Pathfinder.”

I nodded.
“And what did you do then?” I said.
“Well once I was able to I pulled over and caught my breath. Then

I took out my cell and called Marcus to tell him what had happened. I
thought he’d be supportive, tell me he was coming to get me right
away and that we’d go to the police together. But no such luck. He told
me to go home, take a nap. It was probably an accident, a bad driver or
a drunken one. And he said that I was definitely not to call the police
under any circumstances. I couldn’t believe it, Derrick. I really
couldn’t. Here was my husband telling me that I was overreacting to
somebody trying to run me off the road and telling me that I should
just go home and take a fucking nap! I was so angry I couldn’t see
straight. And when I hung up I sat for a long time with my fingers
gripping the stirring wheel and cussing. But when I finally calmed
down, I got back on the road and did just what he had told me to, I
went home. I didn’t lie down for a nap though, I was too keyed up for
that, not to mentioned extremely angry at my husband. And to be
honest, with myself as well because I was listening to him tell me I
shouldn’t call the cops.

“Well when he came home that night I lit into him, told him that I
was not overreacting and that someone had tried to run me off the
road, probably the same someone who had slashed my tires, and that
if he wasn’t going to do something about it then I would. I’d go to the
cops, to the CID at the base if I had to. There was something going on
and someone was trying to hurt me. If he couldn’t see it then he was
blind!”

Traci’s voice had started to rise and the anger was almost a living
thing between us. I touched her shoulder gently and squeezed, then
leaned over and kissed the middle of her chest just above her bare
breasts. She smiled and took a deep breath, releasing it slowly.

“Getting too excited,” she said. “Yeah. It’s just that this has all
been so frustrating for me.”

“I know,” I told her, still stroking her shoulder. “Just relax a bit,



and then you can continue.”
She nodded and took another breath, putting her head back and

closing her eyes. I sat and watched her for a few moments and then
leaned my head back down to her chest, taking the nipple of her right
breast into my mouth and suckling it, teasing it, bringing it to full
erection. Traci moaned softly and put her right hand against the side
of my head, her fingers stroking it gently as I continued to suck her
nipple. After a minute, I moved to the other one and did the same.
When I pulled back and looked into her eyes once more, they were full
of eroticism.

“You always knew how to give me just what I needed when I
needed it,” she told me with a grin, still stroking the side of my head.

I kissed her on the mouth.
“Calmer now?”
She nodded.
“Oh yeah. And very horny. I need to tell you the rest of the story,

especially the part that made me call you yesterday. But right now
that’s going to have to wait. You’ve got some more work to do, Mr.
Olin.”

I snickered and kissed her again, feeling my own erection return
in full force.

“I believe I do,” I told her. “And so do you.”
She reached down and took me in her hand, squeezing.
“Yeah, I think I do too. You lie down, let me lead.”
She came up on her knees and glanced down at the dog still at the

foot of the bed, his face resting on his little paws. “Down, JJ,” she said,
and the dog complied without hesitation. Then she looked down at me
once more and kissed me on the lips, my chin, my chest, and my
stomach. She stopped when she got to my groin.

And it was in this last location that she remained for quite some
time.

Jesus Fucking Christ!



Chapter 12

“I’ve been wearing it for about a year now. Marcus wasn’t around
much and he never noticed it when he was home. He doesn’t see me
undressed a whole lot anyhow. I thought about getting rid of it after
we last spoke, but just couldn’t. You were a very important part of my
life and I wanted something to remember you by. Then last year when
I was feeling lonely, I took it out and put it on. It made me feel better
thinking about you and the times we’d spent together, so I decided not
to take it off and put it back in my jewelry box. After a while it just
became natural, and it comforted me.”

We were lying in the middle of the bed again, this time with the
covers pushed off on the floor, and our naked bodies close together as
we lay on our sides. Traci’s right knee was bent, her thigh was across
mine, and I was staring down at her ankle. She was wearing a silver
anklet, the first present I had given her when we had started seeing
each other years ago. The fact that she had kept it all this time actually
meant a lot to me. I guess it told me that I had meant something to
her, something perhaps more than just a lay on the side. It was
curious but this, too, made me feel good inside. Christ I must be
getting really soft in my middle years.

I kissed her on the lips and hugged her to me.
JJ the Jack Russell Terrier had once again climbed up on the foot

of the bed, this time on the left corner near my feet. He was once again
lying on his stomach with his chin braced on his paws and staring at
Traci and me, his eyes going from one to the other of us as if he were
trying to figure out what was going on, what was his momma up to
with this strange black dude?

It was eleven o’clock. Traci took my hands and held them up to
her mouth, kissing my fingers, and then she continued to hold on to
them as she continued her story.



“Marcus still wouldn’t let me call the police. He said that he was
working on taking care of what was going on but told me he couldn’t
say more because it might involve the work he was doing. I told him
that was crazy because I wasn’t involved in his work. Somebody was
trying to hurt me, and I was really scared. Not just for myself. I was
thinking about M.J. too. Although nothing had happened when he was
around, I couldn’t be sure that it wouldn’t. I wanted Marcus to do
something, to go with me to the police, to arrange something with the
base MPs or the CID. I don’t know exactly what I wanted him to do but
I needed him to do something. I couldn’t imagine how his work might
have caused this, but to be honest I’ve never really known much about
Marcus’s job, never wanted to know actually.

“Then the phone calls started. Hang ups at first, then really
obscene and foul stuff, always with a distorted voice. Always when I
was at home alone, or on my cell. I changed my number after the
second call but they still kept calling the house. It was making me a
nervous wreck, Derrick. I’ve been skipping going to the ranch for the
past week and letting my assistant manager handle things because I
couldn’t concentrate. And I was afraid that if I went to the ranch then
something bad might happen there as well.”

She paused and took a deep breath and I stroked her right elbow
with two fingers from my left hand. She forced a smile and continued.

“Thursday night when I was at the house alone someone fired
three shots through the dining room window. I was just walking into
the kitchen with JJ when it happened. Luckily, there were no loud
shots otherwise JJ would have been even more frightened than he was.
At first I didn’t know what was going on, there were no sounds of
gunshots that I could hear, only glass breaking. But afterwards, when I
could finally stand back up and take a look, I found bullet holes in the
wall on the other side of the room. When Marcus came home, he dug
the slugs out of the wall but wouldn’t show them to me. He said that
the reason I didn’t hear the shots is because whoever did it probably
used a silencer. The way he said it, so matter-of-factly, it was so odd,
Derrick, I just couldn’t believe it. He was cool and almost detached,
the way I imagine he has to be with his work. But this wasn’t his work.
I’m his wife, the mother of his child, and he didn’t even seem all that



worried or surprised, just said that he would take care of it. I couldn’t
believe it, and he just walked away. I was just so glad that M.J. was
spending a few days at a friend’s house. They’re both working on a
science project and the parents of the other boy have agreed to let M.J.
stay over through the weekend so they can finish up. He comes back
home Sunday night. But how can I let my son come back into a house
where somebody might kill him when they’re trying to shoot me?
Derrick, I don’t know what’s going on. I don’t understand Marcus or
his reaction to all of this, and to be honest I’m not really all that
concerned with him right now. I don’t feel safe, I think my son could
be in danger if he comes home too, I didn’t have any place else to turn,
that’s why I called you yesterday. I need your help with this. I just can’t
let it continue.”

“Of course not,” I told her calmly, but in my gut I was seething. I
was very angry at the moment and a part of me was seriously
considering going out and finding and having a chat with Marcus
Brenner, Sr. right now, but that would have to wait. The first priority
was to make sure that Traci was safe. Then I would find out who was
doing this to her. Once I knew who, I’d find out why, and then I’d see
to it that they understood just how displeased I was with their
conduct. And maybe then Marcus Brenner and I would have that chat.
It was probably long overdue.

“I’m gonna help you,” I told her, looking directly into her eyes.
“You’re gonna be safe. I promise I won’t let anyone hurt you and I’ll
find out who’s doing this. You and M.J. will be safe.” I turned and
glanced down at JJ at the foot of the bed. “And so will your little friend
down there.”

Traci tried to grin but suddenly teared up again. I held her head to
my chest as she sobbed, and while I held her, my mind was already
processing the situation and making plans. As soon as I could, I had to
make a couple of phone calls. If I were lucky, the people I was going to
call would be available for a quick trip west. If not I’d have to make
other arrangements.

And while I was thinking of it there was a third call that I needed
to make. There was a favor to call in and it was a whopping big one.

Traci sniffled and raised her head again, wiping her eyes with her



fingers. It took a couple more minutes for her to compose herself and
she brushed strands of hair from her face before speaking.

“I’m grateful to you for coming so fast, Derrick. Truly. I knew I
could count on you. I probably should have called you sooner when
Marcus was being no help, but a part of me was reluctant. A mistake.
But I want you to know something. I don’t want you to do this just for
me. You’re in the business of protecting people and you should get
paid for your work. I’ve made a lot of money over the years on horse
sales and other things and I intend to pay you for your time on this. No
pro bono.”

I smiled and shook my head.
“It wouldn’t be pro bono, love. And judging by the soreness in my

groin I’d say you have overpaid already.”
Traci grinned and put her head back and laughed deeply. A

minute later, she leaned forward and kissed me hard on the mouth.
“Well we’ll consider that a down payment,” she said. “A retainer.

But I am serious; I intend to pay you for your services.”
“I’ll make you a counter offer,” I said, slipping my arms around

her waist. “I’m going to have to bring a couple people in on this to help
me. You can pay them.”

She stared into my eyes for a few moments and then nodded,
smiling once more.

“Okay. So I guess you’ll take yours in trade?”
I grinned and laughed wickedly, feeling that certain stirring down

below yet again, despite the soreness.
“We’ll talk about that later,” I told her. “But right now we’ve got

some other things to do. And I’ve got calls to make.”
Traci nodded and glanced over my shoulder at the clock on the

nightstand.
“Shit,” she swore, sitting up. It’s almost noon. I didn’t realize it

was so late. I’ve got to go over to the ranch at one for a meeting with a
potential buyer.”

I nodded and turned onto my back, arching carefully. Playtime
was over.

Now it was time to get serious.



Chapter 13

While Traci was in the shower, I sat at the desk with my cell phone
and made my calls. I had put my boxers and T-shirt back on and while
I spoke on the phone, I leaned down and stroked the dog’s neck and he
seemed to like it. Perhaps I was starting to grow on him. A part of me
wondered if he would go squealing to Marcus Brenner about what he
had seen today if he could. But maybe he didn’t like the bastard either.

When I finished my second call, I was relieved. Both people I had
wanted were available and were already making plans to fly out. With
luck, they’d both make it by tonight. I’d feel a lot better once they were
here because this was not a job that I was going to be able to do alone.
It would call for a lot of covert activity and that was not an easy thing
to accomplish alone. I needed help, and very soon, some of the best
help in the business would be on its way.

The third call I had to make could wait a bit longer. Traci was
coming out of the bathroom now and I sat back and watched her. She
had her jeans and blouse back on and came out barefoot, drying her
hair with a towel.

“If I hurry I can just make it,” she said, glancing at the bedside
clock. “I really need to meet with this guy and get this deal going. It
could mean a lot of money for my business and I can give some well-
deserved raises to some of my key people who’ve been working really
hard these past few months.”

She glanced around and saw her socks and boots over by the
dresser next to where I was sitting at the desk. She came over, bent
down and picked them up, then went to the bed and sat down to put
them on. I continued to stare at her, and when she glanced over as she
put the sock on her left foot, her expression was ironic.

“And what are you smiling at, Mr. Olin? Haven’t you ever seen a
woman put a sock on before?”



“Yep,” I said. “But not one who looked as good as you do doing it.”
She grinned and finished what she was doing. Both socks and both

boots. Then she put her hands on her knees and looked back at me.
“Derrick, I really missed you,” she said. “We never should have

been apart all this time. Can you ever forgive me?”
I reached over and touched her left knee.
“Nothing to forgive, love,” I said firmly.
We sat staring deeply into one another’s eyes for several more

moments, and then Traci glanced over at the clock again.
“I’ve got to get moving,” she said.”
“I understand,” I said, standing. “I’ll get dressed in a second, and

when you’re ready I’ll follow you over to the ranch so I can see where it
is. Where is Marcus today, you said M.J. was at a friend’s house?”

“Yeah, he is,” she said, standing and reaching for her sweater on
the bench next to the dresser. “And Marcus is at the base, as usual. He
works most Saturdays and many Sundays too. Busy, busy.”

“Alright,” I said, going over to the closet and opening the door.
“I’ve got a couple of people coming in and hopefully they’ll be here
tonight. Until this is resolved, you’re going to be shadowed all the
time. You won’t see anybody, but one of us will be close by. At your
house, at the ranch, wherever. We’re going to find out who is doing
this to you and why. One thing in particular I want to know is why
Marcus seems to think it has something to do with his work. And I’d
like to know why he isn’t more concerned about all of this.”

“You know I been thinking,” Traci said as she slipped her sweater
over her head and put her arms through the sleeves. “Special Forces
does a lot of counterterrorism operations, maybe this ties in somehow
with that. Maybe somebody’s trying to get back at him by going after
me. Like I told you, I have no idea what he’s doing when he’s away.”

I nodded, reaching in the closet and taking out both our jackets
and tossing them on the bed.

“Yeah, only problem there is I don’t really see this being the work
of a terrorist. If they wanted to get back at him by going after you or
you son, you’d both be dead by now. And so would Marcus. Also, if he
truly believed there were terrorists running around the streets of
Draper, Utah I suspect he’d take it a little more seriously than he



appears to have done so far. No, Traci, love, I think there is something
else going on here. And I intend to find out what.”

She stood staring at me with an apprehensive expression on her
face for several moments as I picked up my pants and sweatshirt and
put them on. JJ was leaning against her leg and making little noises.
Finally, Traci leaned down and stroked his chin. He barked once and
Traci told him to shush.

“I think he probably needs to go out,” I said to her as I fastened
my belt. “Been in here a while.”

“You’re probably right,” she said. “Don’t worry, little man,
momma’s gonna take you for a walk in just a bit.”

I smiled, then reached into the nightstand drawer and took out my
Glock, slipping it back into my waistband. I went over to my laptop
and closed the lid, sending it into hibernation mode, then turned and
looked at Traci as she slipped into her jacket.

“Ready?” I said.
She nodded, her eyes suddenly filled with uncertainty.
“As ready as I’ll ever be.”
“Okay,” I said, walking over to her, touching her on the arm. “I’ll

be with you every step of the way. Anyone comes near you and I’ll be
there. Promise.”

She forced a smile and nodded.
I picked up my jacket and put it on, then bent down and picked up

JJ.
Traci started for the door and I moved ahead of her, first checking

the peephole out of habit, then opening the door and stepping out into
the empty corridor.



Chapter 14

Traci’s ranch was south of the hotel. Most of the trip was a straight
shot down I-15. Once we turned off at Exit 287 I followed Traci
through a few narrow streets and eventually onto a winding dirt road
that she took all the way to the left turn that led us to Brenner
Champion Stables, Inc. in Lehi, Utah, only about ten miles from the
Holiday Inn-Express.

I hung back for most of the trip and watched to see if anyone was
trying to follow her. Saturday afternoon traffic was heavy on the roads
and it made perfect cover for a potential tail, but I was pretty good at
spotting them and had seen nothing. Also before leaving the hotel, I
had given her Yukon a quick check and didn’t find any tracking
devices. That didn’t mean there weren’t any, but if there were, they
hadn’t been planted in the obvious places. Later, once my associates
arrived, there’d be more time for a more thorough check. In the
meantime, I would stay as close as I could and keep watch.

I had told Traci that when we got to the ranch she should
introduce me as a freelance writer who was interested in doing a
feature on her operation as part of a larger story about horse breeding.
This would help to explain why I was there today and why I might be
dropping by over the next few days, asking questions and looking
around. She had commented that I didn’t really look like a writer and I
told her that I probably didn’t look like a raging sex machine either,
but looks didn’t always tell the full story. At that point, after the
puerile laughter, she rescinded her earlier observation.

The trek in from the road to the main office was nearly three
quarters of a mile, and by the time we reached the clearing my
windshield was covered in a thin layer of dust and dirty snow particles,
as was the rest of the vehicle. Traci pulled her Yukon over to the left of
the ranch house with an OFFICE sign hanging above the porch and



parked in an empty space next to a black Silverado pickup. There were
two spaces on the opposite side marked for visitors and one was
occupied by a gold Lincoln Navigator. I parked in the empty one and
got out, making sure my knit cap was down on my ears because the
wind was very high at the moment and it went right through me. I
zipped my jacket up all the way as I glanced around.

Traci got out of her vehicle and JJ jumped down ahead of her,
racing around the little parking area and barking. When he saw me, he
rushed over and stared lapping at my boots, jumping up on my legs. I
leaned down and petted him for a few moments as Traci walked over.

“He likes you,” she said with a grin, zipping her jacket up also.
“Good taste.”

I stood back up and glanced around again.
“Got a nice spread here, Traci,” I said.
Her face flushed and she choked off a laugh.
“You could have said that to me a couple of hours ago too,” she

managed to say.
I grinned a little myself, and was about to respond when the front

door to the office opened and a tall dark haired man wearing jeans, a
plaid shirt, a brown work jacket, and brown cowboy boots stepped out
onto the porch. He was Indian—Native American—maybe fifty years
old. Traci smiled and waved to the man.

“That’s Sam. My assistant manager and foreman. Come on, I’ll
introduce you.”

And she did. After the introduction, Sam told her that her meeting
was inside and waiting. She nodded and glanced down at JJ. I knew
what she was going to ask even before she said it, so when she said it I
said sure.

JJ and I remained outside while Traci and Sam went inside to
their meeting.

I walked around the front of the building and looked down toward
a row of stables off to the left, maybe two hundred yards or so away.
There were a few people out, all guys, walking some horses. All around
me, I could see rustic beauty and tranquility. I knew right away that I
could never be happy in a place like this, too peaceful I suppose, but it
was fun to visit.



JJ bounced against my leg and I looked down at him.
“Okay, pal,” I said in a low voice. “Don’t push it. I’m not a people

person and not much of an animal one either.”
Apparently, he didn’t believe me and he jumped up on my leg.
I shook my head. I could shoot a person and not regret it much. So

far, I had never killed a dog. Probably wouldn’t happen today either. I
knelt down and stroked his neck and chin for a few moments, tickling
his ear. Then I felt a buzzing from inside my jacket. Keeping one hand
on the dog, I reached inside my jacket with the other and extracted a
cell phone. It was not my regular phone. This one was a bit larger, and
it had fewer keys. It was an encrypted cell phone, ultra secure. There
were only a handful of people that I could talk to on it. On the trip over
here, I had made my third call using this phone. The person I wanted
to talk to was not in at that time but I had left a message. Now the call
was being returned.

I pressed the answer button, still tickling the dog’s ear.
“Well hello,” I said in a pleasant tone. “So good of you to return

my call so promptly.”
The voice on the other end of the line was equally pleasant, but I

could detect a faint tone of malice in it. This was nothing new. Every
time I talked to this person, I always heard that tone. Actually, I’d be
concerned if I didn’t hear it. After all, the caller was one of the
deadliest people I had ever encountered, and we weren’t always on the
same side. Honestly, I wondered if we were ever on the same side.
Time to find out.

“Look, I need to call in a favor,” I said. “I need to find out
everything I can about an Army Special Forces first sergeant by the
name of Marcus Brenner, Sr., and I need it as soon as possible.”

There was silence after I stopped talking. The silence stretched out
for a full minute but I remained still. Finally, there was a sigh down
the line.

“Well that’s what we’re here for, Mr. Olin, to serve your needs and
desires. Tell me about it and I’ll decide if I should involve myself this
time.”

Well at least she hadn’t said no. That was something. Not sure
what, but something nonetheless.



Chapter 15

When I finished talking there was another pause, this one briefer
than the first. Then another sigh before the response came.

“So this Traci Brenner is your client?”
“Kind of,” I replied, now walking along the side of the ranch house

office, JJ at my heels. “Actually she’s a friend.”
“I see. And this First Sergeant Brenner is her husband?”
“Correct,” I said.
“Is he causing her some trouble?”
“Not exactly,” I replied.
“You are being cryptic this afternoon, Mr. Olin, aren’t you? Odd

considering that you want a favor from me.”
“Actually you’d be repaying one, my friend,” I said.
“How do you figure that?”
“Well if you recall, a little while ago I passed some information to

your boss that enabled her to shut down a significant terrorist network
operating in Central Asia. A network with connections to a mercenary

cell based in Nevada
[6]

 that had targeted a senior U.S. Air Force
officer, if I recall correctly. I seem to remember a press conference
where the president mentioned her by name. And I know that you’re
her right hand, which means the credit reflected on you as well, Agent
Roberts.”

Shelbee Roberts chuckled down the line, but there was still that
coldness in her tone.

“I thought you were just being a good citizen back then, Derrick.
Doing your civic duty.”

Now I chuckled.
“You know me a hell of a lot better than that, Shelbee,” I said.

“Nobody does anything for free anymore I’m afraid.”
“True,” she said. “But I seem to recall a few other favors that the



undersecretary and I have done for you over the years. Most notably
the assistance we provided when someone was trying to kill you the

other year. You remember that Cannon Group
[7]

 business?”
“Of course I do,” I said, stopping and glancing back around to the

front of the house. “I never forget when somebody tries to kill me. I
also haven’t forgotten that we never got to the bottom of that whole
mess. If the late Jacob Long was to be believed, he was not the one
behind it, despite his motive to see me dead. You didn’t solve that little
mystery and forget to tell me, did you?”

Shelbee Roberts snickered.
“Now would I do something like that to you, Derrick?”
“Absolutely,” I said. “But for the moment let’s leave that on the

side. I need help with this. Regardless of who owes whom.”
“Alright,” she said. “I understand that during that business in

Nevada you were temporarily reinstated into the OSI. So I suppose I
could consider this a professional favor for a colleague. You know I’m
out of the Army now, by the way. Retired when I hit twenty. Now I’m
full time with Nic’s unit in Homeland Security.”

“Congratulations,” I said. “Stick with Ms. Calavici and you’ll go
far. I wouldn’t doubt that before long she heads back over to her old
agency as a senior executive. Play your cards right and I’m sure you’ll
get to go along for the ride.”

“Let’s hope,” Shelbee Roberts said. “Anyway, as I said, I’m out of
the Army now, but I still have plenty of contacts. Plus Homeland
Security has excellent access, as you know. This should be no problem.
You want a complete background on him?”

“Yes,” I said, glancing down at JJ who was sitting and looking up
at me expectantly. “Particular attention to his current assignment. It
may be classified but that should be no problem for a woman with
your clearances. He’s assigned to a unit called the 3rd Joint Security
Brigade in Utah. Over at Tooele I believe.”

“Alright,” Shelbee Roberts said. “I can get what you need. It’s the
weekend so I might not be able to get back to you before Monday.”

“Monday will be fine,” I told her. “You’ve still got my email?”
“Of course,” she said, and then chuckled. “And your home



address, the name of your favorite cereal, and even your preferred
kind of boxer shorts.”

Now I chuckled.
“Hell, all you had to do was ask about the boxers,” I told her.
She chuckled again.
“I’ll keep that in mind. I’ll call you when I have what you want and

then email it.”
“Thanks, Shelbee,” I said. “And I owe you one.”
“No you don’t,” she said. “You were correct. Taking down that

terrorist cell was a major feather in our cap. It earned you this favor
and another. Maybe some day I’ll let you know what my favorite kind
of underwear is.”

I sighed and looked down at the dog once more.
“But, sweetheart, I already know that. Black silk.”
Silence.
I waited.
Then a throaty chuckle.
“Lucky guess,” she said.
“So you’d like to believe,” I said. “Want to know your favorite

cereal?”
“I already know it,” she replied. “And I’ll talk to you in a couple of

days.”
“Thank you, Shelbee. Bye.”
The line went dead and I put the phone back inside my jacket. The

wind picked up at that moment and a chill went through me. I reached
down and patted JJ for a moment, then put my hands back inside my
pockets and started for the front of the office.

Everything I had planned so far was falling into place. With luck
this pattern would continue. Too bad I wasn’t much of a believer in
luck.



Chapter 16

After Traci finished her meeting, she invited me inside and JJ ran
ahead of me. There was a front room with a large and well-worn brown
leather sofa and several comfortable looking chairs, and in back two
offices along with a bathroom. Traci’s office was on the left side and
Sam’s opposite it. Sam stepped in to say that he had to head down to
the stables, bent down to pat JJ on the head, and then took off. I shut
the door to the office and moved over to the desk where Traci was
sitting shuffling some papers.

“The meeting went really well,” she told me with an excited
expression. “I think the deal is set. We should know by Monday or
Tuesday.”

I nodded, glancing around. On the walls, there were many pictures
of horses, some with Traci in them, some not. And there were a lot of
people that I didn’t recognize. Behind the desk were two pictures. One
of a handsome looking brown haired kid that had to be her son, M.J.
The other was a photo of Traci with her head on the shoulder of a tall
and slender brown haired man in his mid-forties. Even though he was
wearing civilian clothes, the haircut and close-cropped mustache gave
him away. This had to be Marcus. Odd that in all the time I had known
Traci I had never even seen a picture of the man whose wife I had been
sharing. Not a bad looking guy for a complete asshole.

“I’ll be ready to go in just a minute, Derrick,” Traci said, glancing
up at me once more. “Just need to put these away and make a few
notes. Then I want to head back home. Although M.J.’s not supposed
to come back before tomorrow he did say that he might stop by this
afternoon to pick up some things. His friend’s house is just a few
blocks away.”

I nodded.
“I don’t want him coming to the house if I’m not there, just in



case.”
I nodded again.
She finished up what she was doing and then stood, coming

around the desk and picking up her jacket from the small sofa on her
right.

“I have to be honest, Derrick, if you weren’t with me right now I
don’t know if I’d be willing to go home today. After the other night…”

I put a hand on her shoulder.
“It’s alright. Like I told you, you won’t be going anywhere alone

until this is over. Promise. One question. Your neighborhood. Is it
fairly secluded, are the houses close together?”

“Some are, some aren’t,” she told me, slipping into her jacket as JJ
bounced up on her leg. “The house to the left of mine is about fifteen
feet away, but on the other side it’s closer to thirty, thirty-five. Not so
close. That’s the side the garage is on by the way.”

I nodded.
“On the weekends there’ll probably be a lot more people around

than during the week. Someone is bound to notice me going into your
house this afternoon.”

Traci grinned and put her hands on my shoulders.
“And they’ll be saying ‘who’s that gorgeous looking black man

Traci’s bringing home?’ Lucky her.”
I smiled.
“I’m sure that’s what they’ll be saying,” I told her dryly. “But you

need to be prepared to deal with questions.”
She nodded.
“No problem. We’ll use the same story that we used here. You’re a

writer working on a story about the ranch. A feature that includes the
family life of a top professional horse breeder. And you need to see me
at home too.”

“Not bad,” I told her. “Not bad at all.”
“Good,” she said, then grinned impishly. “And nobody needs to

know that you’re also the best lay I’ve ever had. Nor is it any of their
business the things you can do to a woman’s clitoris with your tongue.”

We were both giggling and JJ was sitting up and watching us
curiously.



Traci leaned down and patted him and then we left the office.



Chapter 17

The house was empty when we arrived. That was good. Although I
would like nothing better than to ask Marcus Brenner several most
penetrating questions about his behavior concerning his wife’s
troubles, now probably wasn’t the best time for a confrontation.

Traci pulled into the two-car garage attached to the house and I
parked in the drive. She came out of the side door with JJ and I
followed her up the path to the front door. When we were inside, I had
her stay close while we checked each room just to make sure. The
house had a security alarm but all technology could be defeated if
somebody had the skills. And since I didn’t yet know who the
opposition was, I didn’t know their capabilities. Therefore, prudence
was the order of the day.

JJ accompanied us on the first leg of our tour, but then stopped
when we reached the kitchen because he suddenly saw his food and
water dishes in the corner next to the door. It’s good to have priorities
I suppose.

We finished up in the dining room and I got a first-hand look at
the small holes in the dark paneling on the corner wall. They weren’t
all that noticeable in lower lighting and unless you knew what they
were, you might suspect they were just a pattern in the paneling. I
noticed that the grouping was pretty tight, kind of like a small triangle,
no more than three inches apart. No mean trick in the dark and
through a window. The holes were made by a nine millimeter. And
since I could tell this from my brief observation, I was pretty sure that
Marcus Brenner knew it as well even before he dug the slugs out of the
wall.

I turned around and looked at the windows on the other side of
the room. Traci was standing to my left and she nodded when I turned.

“Marcus replaced them yesterday,” she said. “He wanted to make



sure it was done before M.J. came back home Sunday. He says he’ll
work on the paneling Sunday morning and get it done before M.J.
comes home.”

I nodded.
“Whoever did this wasn’t trying to hit you, Traci,” I told her. “And

I suppose that’s the good news.”
“Good news?” she said incredulously, looking at me and then at

the wall where the bullet holes remained. “How can that be good news,
and how can you be so sure?”

“Because whoever did that shooting is a professional, love. And if
they intended to kill you, they would have. Look at the grouping. Too
tight, too perfect. Only someone who was really proficient with a
firearm could ever hope to make shots like that. And at night, through
a window, with a silencer too, impossible for an amateur. And that
means they didn’t want to kill you. They waited until you were almost
out of the room. Plus they aimed wide in order to hit the wall where
they did, making sure you were out of the line of fire and couldn’t be
hit by a ricochet. They were being careful.”

Traci shook her head, frowning.
“So they aren’t trying to kill me?” she said. “So what are they

trying to do? And why?”
“Don’t know the answer to the why, but the what is obvious. They

want to frighten you.”
“Well they’re doing a hell of a job,” she said, folding her arms

across her chest. “I’m starting to get the creeps just thinking about all
this again.”

I walked over and put a hand on her arm.
“You’re gonna be okay, love. I’ll be looking out for you all the time.

Or one of my associates will when they get here. I meant it when I said
you wouldn’t be alone in this.”

Traci looked into my eyes for a few moments and her face relaxed.
“I’d love to know why Marcus thinks this has something to do with

him, with his work,” I said. “And if he believes that then why isn’t he
taking more precautions, making sure you’re protected? And his son?”

Traci shook her head.
“I don’t have any idea,” she said. Before she could say anything



else, her cell phone rang. She had left it on the table in the front room
and we walked in to get it together. Glancing at the display before
answering, she sighed. “Speaking of the devil... Hello, Marcus,” she
said into the mouthpiece after pressing the answer button.

I stood a few feet away and pretended not to listen, which, of
course, I was. The conversation did not last long and was not a
pleasant one. When Traci hung up she flung the phone across the
room and it landed on the sofa. JJ had come in from the kitchen and
he jumped up on the sofa and pawed at the little device that his
mistress had just thrown.

“So I guess I’m on my own tonight,” Traci announced, shaking her
head and sighing. “Bastard says he’s got to stay on base tonight.
Unbelievable.”

“Sorry,” I lied.
She looked at me.
“I’m not. Means you can stay here with me tonight. Actually with

us. I’ll make you dinner, we can talk, and it’ll make me feel a lot safer
having you close.”

I stared into her eyes for a moment before nodding.
“Why not,” I said. “There are some questions I have for you

anyway and the more time we have to go through everything the
better. One thing I wanted to ask is do you have a gun of your own?”

“No,” she said. “Marcus has several weapons in the house but he
keeps them locked in a safe in our bedroom. I insist because of M.J.
He used to take me shooting when we first got married but I haven’t
been out in years.”

“Well if you don’t have any objections I’d like to get you one and
take you out shooting next week. Last time I was here, I went to a
place up in Salt Lake City that was a combination private shooting
range and gun store. I’ll check and see if they’re still in operation.”

“That sounds good to me,” Traci said. “I used to love to shoot. And
having a gun right now might not be such a bad thing, although I have
no clue what type I should get.”

“And that’s why you have me,” I said. “Your guide in the dark
arts.”

She grinned and came over and leaned against me.



“And the carnal arts too,” she said.
The phone rang again, this time the house phone. Traci went over

to the counter where the closest extension set and picked it up. She
said hello and then immediately pulled the phone away from her ear, a
pained expression on her face. I rushed over and took the receiver. For
just a moment the song Helter Skelter blared through the earpiece,
then the line went dead.

I hung up the phone and put my hands on Traci’s shoulders.
“Are you alright?” I said.
She nodded, rubbing her left ear.
“Yeah,” she said. “I guess my fan is back.”
“Yeah. You said you had your cell changed, but not the home

line?”
She shook her head.
“No, Marcus insisted.”
“Sweetie, I think you should tell Marcus to fuck himself and get

the number changed.”
Traci grinned and put her face against mine.
“That sounds like an excellent idea, Mr. Olin. I think I’ll do just

that.”
We stood looking at one another for a few more minutes and then

JJ jumped off the sofa and came over and insinuated himself between
our legs. I leaned down and stroked behind his left ear and he turned
his head and looked up at me. This time I almost thought he was
smiling.

But what the hell do I know about dogs?
Traci bent down and picked him up and carried him back to the

kitchen. I checked my watch, did some mental calculations, and then
followed them.



Chapter 18

It was snowing lightly outside at midnight when I took the second
call I was expecting that night. The second arrival had come to pass. I
gave some brief instructions to the caller and then hung up, feeling
more than a little tired. Ever since that Helter Skelter call had come in
this afternoon, I’d been waiting for something else to happen. But so
far, it had not. That didn’t mean it wouldn’t though, and for that
reason I would not be sleeping any tonight.

In the morning, I would be relived and then I’d get some rest,
knowing that someone I trusted was watching out for Traci. Once I
was refreshed then I’d start trying to figure out just what was going on
and why. Traci and I had talked all evening and she still couldn’t come
up with a reason why someone would want to harm or frighten her.
Nothing in her personal life and nothing in her work world. She told
me that she often had to compete with some very tough people in her
business, but couldn’t imagine that any of them would resort to
violence. And she assured me that she had had no personal
relationships outside of her marriage since we had last seen each
other, although she admitted to being tempted on more than one
occasion. So there was no jilted lover out there, unless it was someone
from before she and Marcus married, and that was more than sixteen
years ago.

So that left Marcus. Maybe someone was trying to get at him
through her, but why was he so cool about it? Why not call the cops, or
at least get CID involved? It was always possible that he’d talked to
somebody on the base as he had said he was going to in the beginning.
And maybe he just didn’t tell Traci about it. But for some reason I
doubted this. If he had gone to CID or even the MPs then they would
have insisted on providing protection for her, or, at the very least,
insist that the local PD increase patrols in the area. No, I suspected



that First Sergeant Brenner had not shared this information with
anyone, and this made me very suspicious, not to mention angry.
What was he involved with that might spill over into his personal life
and pose a threat to his family—specifically his wife?

He was a career Special Forces soldier, a participant in who knew
how many black operations over the past two decades. No telling what
he had become mixed up with. And that meant Traci could be in some
really serious trouble, and so could her son. Something was not right
here, that was for certain. I was going to have to get to the bottom of it
very quickly. The first thing I had to do was learn the specifics of what
Marcus Brenner did for a living. Which meant I had to wait until
Shelbee Roberts at Homeland Security got back to me.

In the meantime, I would just have to operate in the dark and stay
sharp, be ready. If somebody made another move against Traci, other
than annoying phone calls, then hopefully, I could catch and
interrogate them, get some answers.

But for right now, I would remain awake all night and walk the
halls of Traci Brenner’s home, feeling a bit like a peeper and an
intruder. It had been very difficult to refuse her offer to join her in the
master bedroom tonight. A very big part of me wanted that very much.
But the professional side of me that knew better had seen too many
bad things happen when an operator decided to ignore training and
relax. It got them and their clients killed. I had made it to twenty years
in this business without losing a client. I didn’t intend to start now.
Not with this client, no way.

So every few minutes tonight I would be thinking about what I had
passed up, and kicking myself in the ass as I did. But comfort could be
taken from the fact that I had let my professional side triumph over
my lustful side.

Horseshit, I knew, but it’s the best I could come up with at half
past twelve in the morning.



Chapter 19

There are two public parks not too far from Traci’s house in
Draper, so after it got dark Saturday night I departed her driveway in
my Trailblazer, making sure that everyone watching could see me
leaving, and then I drove over to one of them. It was called the Lynn
Ballard Park. I didn’t know who Lynn Ballard was or what she did—if
she was a she—to get a park named after her, but I was glad that it was
here because it gave me a place to leave my vehicle overnight. It
appeared to be well-lit but I found a spot near the south end that
offered a little darkness. I didn’t know what the policy was with the
local cops about abandoned vehicles overnight, but I hoped they’d give
it a pass if they found it. I also hoped thieves would pass it by as well.
On the bright side, it was a rental and insured.

The next morning I was still wide-awake at seven when Traci came
out of her upstairs bedroom wearing a terrycloth robe, her hair still
damp from the shower. She asked if I’d like breakfast and I told her
no. Actually, I was starving, but at the moment, there was no time. I
asked her to get dressed and when she was ready, we went out to the
garage and got into her Yukon. She and JJ were up front and I was
crouched down in the back so that no one could see me. I told her
where to go, and once she rounded the corner down from her house I
sat up.

The snow that had started in the late evening Saturday had
stopped around three o’clock this morning and none of it had
accumulated on the roads. The sun was not out today and it was very
cold, at least to me. I’m not a fan of cool weather anyhow. Anything
below seventy and I’m reaching for the heavy coat and gloves.

JJ bounced up in the front passenger’s seat and put his head
through the gap between the seats and I patted him. When Traci
reached the park, I told her to drive around the east side and to go



slowly, which she did. I hadn’t noticed anyone following us when we
left but I wanted to give them the opportunity to expose themselves if
they were there.

I could see my Trailblazer parked right where I left it, all the tires
in place and none of the windows broken. There were no other vehicles
around, just as it had been last night. One piece of good news.

I told Traci to pull in beside it and park. She did.
“Leave the engine on,” I told her. “Just in case.”
She nodded and reached over to stroke JJ’s muzzle, then glanced

back at me.
“Okay, now you’ve got me curious. What are we doing here?”
“Just wait,” I said and sat back, rotating my neck slowly from side

to side, grimacing a little from the stiffness.
“You should have come to bed last night, Derrick,” Traci said.

“Then maybe you wouldn’t be so stiff and sluggish this morning.”
I stared at her with an ironic smirk.
“Maybe, but then I’d probably be even more exhausted than I am

now.”
My cell phone buzzed and I took it off my belt, checking the

display before answering.
“Yes?” I said into the mouthpiece. “Okay. Good. Come on in.”
I flipped the phone closed and put it back on my belt. Both Traci

and JJ were looking back at me. I pulled the knit cap down on my ears
and climbed out of the back of the Yukon.

“Leave the engine running,” I told her as I leaned back inside. “But
you can get out. There a couple of people I want you to meet.”

Before she could say anything, I stepped back and closed the door.
Traci continued to stare at me through the closed door for a few
seconds, then shrugged and undid her seatbelt, opening her door. JJ
jumped up in her lap and then out the door, then his mistress
followed. JJ ran around to where I was standing on the passenger’s
side of the vehicle and jumped up against my legs until I bent down to
rub his neck. Traci came around and zipped up her jacket, pulling her
wool hat down on her ears as she shivered.

“Damn it’s cold out here today,” she said. “Haven’t felt
temperatures like this since we left Montana. If it wasn’t so beautiful



out here I could really hate it.”
I turned to my left as a dark SUV approached. And then off to the

right another one was making its way toward us. JJ started to growl
and moved closer to Traci’s legs. She knelt down and hugged his neck,
staring up at me. I nodded and held up a hand.

“Not worry, love. These are my friends. And two of the best people
you could ever hope to have helping you in a situation like this.”

I knew she accepted what I said without question, but in her soft
brown eyes, I could still see some trepidation. I knew that this would
quickly pass once she met the new arrivals.

At least I hoped it would.



Chapter 20

They were both about the same height, and slender with athletic
builds. They both wore dark clothing that fit their sleek frames as if
tailored by an expert, but this was probably not the case. Neither of
them was much for the fancy, they just had bodies that were easy to fit
off-the-rack. They both had small but noticeable scars about their
serious faces, trinkets from past field assignments. One was Israeli and
one was Japanese. One was a man and one was a woman.

Reuven Eckstein was a slightly irreverent and highly intelligent
mid-forty-something former commando with the Israeli Defense Force
and a veteran operative of the Israeli Shabak—General Security
Service—that was responsible for internal security, counterterrorism,
and protective services for high-ranking members of the Israeli
government. Reuven had served his birth nation for almost twenty
years and had made many personal sacrifices in that service. But over
time, he had become disillusioned by the lack of progress being made
in settling differences between the Israeli and the Palestinian people,
and he put a lot of the blame on his own government. He believed that
since they were in the stronger position the Israelis should be willing
to make more of an effort to attain peace, to establish a Palestinian
state, and then begin to live in harmony with their Arab brothers. But
his views were not shared by many of his associates and superiors in
Shabak, and certainly not in the higher rungs of the Israeli
government. He watched as more and more bellicose and disastrous
policies were pursued by the government and the military that only
sought to further deepen the problems between the two groups, and
Reuven Eckstein knew he could not stand by and be a part of it any
longer. So he resigned from Shabak and packed up his family, moving
to the United States. They settled in South Florida where Reuven
quickly found work in private security. It wasn’t long before he was



able to open a personal defense training school of his own, which he
ran in between assignments. Today he worked for himself exclusively,
teaching, doing close-protection work, and even doing photo layouts
when the time permitted. One of his specialties in Shabak had been
photographic surveillance and he was quite talented.

Reuven and I had met several years ago when I was on an
assignment in South Florida. I liked him right away and found his
work to be first rate, and for that reason, I called on him whenever I
had a job that I thought his talents were suited for. He was simply one
of the best operators I had ever worked with. Another of the best was
standing next to him this morning.

Kimiko Tanaka was a totally irreverent and most keen late thirty-
something former field operative for the Japanese Koancho, a little
known unit of Japanese Intelligence that reported directly to the
nation’s prime minister and had as its brief the ultimate responsibility
for the security of the state through counterterrorism, counter-
subversion, and covert special operations. Koancho’s operatives were
the best of the best, hand-picked by experts for their intelligence,
tenacity, and cunning, these operators were totally dedicated to their
mission and were prepared to do whatever it took to succeed, even if
that meant dying. They operated under the code of the samurai, the
bushido code. To them honor and mission were everything. I learned
this first-hand many years ago when I was still with the Air Force OSI
and assigned to a joint mission with some Koancho agents, one of
them being a younger Kimiko Tanaka. We were in Greece providing
covert security for an international conference that some external
parties were determined to disrupt. They had planned a major
bombing campaign, to be capped off with a raid on the conference
meeting venue in an effort to capture or kill as many delegates as
possible. Intelligence uncovered the plot and my team was deployed to
neutralize the hostiles before they could act. Kimiko Tanaka was
assigned to my team along with three other Koancho operatives. From
the onset of our attack, I witnessed the absolute single-minded
dedication of the Koancho personnel. When they moved in for the kill
they did not hesitate, they never took a backwards step, pressing on
toward their enemy like an unstoppable force on a path toward



righteousness. Two of them died, a third critically injured. Kimiko
Tanaka came through the incident unscathed, and when I looked into
her eyes afterwards, the thing that amazed me the most was how calm
she was, how at peace she seemed to be with everything, even the
death of her colleagues. She remarked later that it was the will of the
universe, the will of the gods. Fate. I really didn’t believe in any of
that, but had no doubt she did. But it wasn’t long after this event that
Kimiko was once again back to telling the most hilarious jokes and had
everyone, myself included, in stitches. I had no doubt that she was one
of the most impressive people I was ever going to have the pleasure to
meet and work with. We never worked together again as long as I was
in OSI, but we did keep in touch, and after I left the Air Force and she
left Koancho our contact continued. As with Reuven, Kimiko
eventually moved to the U.S. and settled in South Florida. In her case,
it was because she fell in love and got married. The marriage didn’t
last long, however, and soon she was on her own again, although I
don’t believe that she and her husband ever officially divorced. In the
interim, she went to work in private security as well, as a freelancer. I
use her from time to time, when she’s available, as she is now.
Thankfully.

“You just get better looking all the time, Derrick,” Kimiko said
with a wry grin as she put her arms around my neck and we hugged.

“You look amazing yourself, dear,” I said. “Only now you definitely
need glasses.”

She snickered and pulled back. I knew she was thirty-eight years
old, almost thirty-nine, but she could pass for ten years younger. Her
hair was still jet black, but cut much shorter than the last time I had
seen her. Her dark eyes were still piercing and sharp, full of
intelligence, a hint of humor, and a bit of danger. In terms of beauty,
Kimiko Tanaka would not be what many guys would immediately
think of as a knockout, but they wouldn’t turn her down either. Her
face was far from plain, but not really good looking in the classical
sense. However, her toned, statuesque body would more than make up
for any ascetic shortcomings in the other department. When we
hugged, I could feel firmness and strength emanating from her limbs,
knowing that she took great pride in maintaining her physical



condition, and had done a fantastic job.
“Good to see you, Kimi,” I said to her.
“You too, Derrick,” she said, kissing my cheek.
“Reuven,” I said to the Israeli, putting out my hand.
“Hey, Derrick,” he said with a big grin, ignoring my hand and

opening his arms.
We hugged briefly.
“You better not try to kiss me,” I joked.
“Oh you know you want me to,” he grinned.
JJ yapped a few times and Reuven looked over to him, bending

down and putting his hand out. JJ sniffed it and then started lapping
at it. Kimiko did the same, and after a minute, they both stood back
up.

“Cute little dog,” Kimiko said, glancing over at Traci.
“This is Traci Brenner, folks,” I said. “Our client. Traci, this is

Reuven Eckstein and Kimiko Tanaka, friends, and very good
operators. They’re here to help us.”

Traci smiled and put out her hand, shaking both of theirs in turn.
“I’m glad to meet both of you,” she said. “I just wish it wasn’t

under these circumstances.”
“You know, it’s cold as hell out here,” I said. “Why don’t we get in

Traci’s SUV and we can talk. Then we need to get going. Traci has to
get back home and I want to go back to the hotel and grab a nap before
too much of the day gets away from us.”

Everyone nodded and we moved over to the nice warm Yukon.
Traci and I climbed in the front and the others climbed in back. JJ
jumped in back with Kimiko and Reuven and sat down between them
on the seat, Reuven absently patting his head as we turned in the seats
and explained the situation to them as succinctly as possible.

It took about fifteen minutes. When we were done, there were no
questions. Kimi and Reuven understood what their jobs were and
knew how to carry them out. They were both very skilled covert
operators and this kind of work was as easy as sleeping or breathing
for them. This is why I had selected both of them for the job.

It was decided that Reuven would take the day shift and Kimi
would handle nights. Wherever Traci went one of them would be close



by. Traci asked wouldn’t it be suspicious when somebody saw them
hanging out in the neighborhood, and they both stared at me.

I shook my head, turning toward Traci.
“That’s the point, love,” I said to her. “No one will see them. Not to

worry. They know how to do it. If something happens and you need
them, they’ll be there. Wherever you are, home, the ranch, the grocery
store. One of these two will always be close by. But nobody will spot
them unless they want to be seen. Not even your husband. I know he’s
Special Forces and probably an expert at surveillance detection and
countersurveillance, but he won’t pick them up, believe me.”

Traci stared at me for a few moments and then nodded.
“Alright,” she said.
“Good,” I said, glancing at Kimi Tanaka. “What’s your little device

there say?”
The Japanese security operative smiled and held up her cell

phone, turning it so I could see the display.
“The vehicle is clean,” she announced. “Nothing active or passive.

I’ll sweep the house later on tonight when I get there.”
Traci looked at me curiously.
“Kimi is an electronics expert too. She scanned the car before

getting in, making sure it didn’t have any trackers or listening devices
on it. She’ll do the same for your home later tonight. And your office
too.”

I checked my watch.
“What time did M.J. say he was coming home?” I asked.
“Well when I talked to him on the phone last night he said some

time after four,” Traci said. “As for his father, your guess is as good as
mine. We haven’t spoken since he called yesterday to tell me he wasn’t
coming home. I was thinking about going to church this morning just
to get out of the house, but if you don’t think it’s a good idea…”

“It’s fine,” I said. “If you want to go, go. Reuven will shadow you.”
She glanced back at Reuven and he nodded.
Traci was staring at me and I could see a question in her eyes. I

glanced back at Kimi and Reuven and they understood immediately,
patting the dog briefly and then getting out.

When we were alone JJ climbed through the opening and jumped



in my lap. I stroked his back while looking over at Traci.
“Derrick, I know this is going to sound silly,” she began slowly, her

eyes not quite meeting mine. “But when I called you out here I sort of
thought it would be you who was looking out for me. I know it’s crazy,
you got your friends out here and they seem capable, probably are the
best, but I was just… hell I don’t know. It’s just dumb.”

I reached over and took her right wrist in my left hand, stroking
my thumb across the back of it.

“Not dumb, love,” I told her. “And I will be looking out for you. I’ll
be around a lot too, but for the most part, I will be trying to find out
who’s behind this. The sooner we know that the sooner we can put an
end to it. I’m having someone with access look into your husband’s
current military assignment; hopefully there will be something in his
file that offers some clues. If not then I’ll just have to follow him
around and see if he can lead me to something.”

Traci did look at me then and her eyes were worried.
“Derrick, if he catches you…”
“He won’t, love,” I assured her. “Trust me. I’ve had a lot of

experience following people over the years. People more skilled than
your husband. He’ll never know I’m there.”

She didn’t seem all that convinced but didn’t say so out loud. I
squeezed her arm and then patted JJ once more.

“Time to climb down, little guy,” I told him. “I have to leave now.”
“Will you call me later today?” Traci said hopefully.
“Sure,” I told her as I reached for the door handle. “I’m not gonna

sleep long. If you decide to go to church, why don’t you give me a call
some time after one? I’ll be at the hotel. If Marcus is at home by then
just send me a text and I’ll do the same.”

She nodded and reached over to take her dog. I climbed out of the
vehicle and looked back at her. We both wanted to say more, but now
was not the place or the time, and we had a bit of an audience. I closed
the door and waved.

A minute later Kimi Tanaka and I were standing together
watching as the Yukon pulled out of the park, followed at a distance by
Reuven Eckstein’s SUV. When they were out of sight, Kimi turned to
me and grinned.



“So how long have you and she been friends?”
I glanced at her briefly and shook my head, turning and walking

over to my cold and lonely Trailblazer.
“None of your business, smartass,” I said over my shoulder.
Kimi continued to grin and then she turned and walked over to

her own SUV.



Chapter 21

Monday morning I didn’t hear from Shelbee Roberts, but Traci
Brenner called at eight-thirty and told me that she was at home alone,
Marcus having left for the base and M.J. was now at school. She said
she didn’t have to go into the ranch until after lunch and wondered if I
wanted to come over. I thought a minute and then told her no. I could
sense disappointment over the phone, or maybe I was just imagining
it. Either way I told her that she should come over to my hotel. This
seemed to brighten her mood and she told me she could be there by
nine.

When she arrived, I was out in the parking lot behind the hotel
waiting for her. The sun was up today and it was a bit warmer, but
only a bit. I had on jeans and a sweatshirt again, along with my knit
cap and black leather gloves. Traci pulled into the spot to the right of
my Trailblazer and shut off the engine. I was leaning against the
driver’s door of my vehicle when she climbed out of hers wearing a
heavy cream colored zip-up jacket and the same wool cap from the
other day. She was smiling and stepped very close to me. I glanced
around for a second and then looked back at her.

“So you decided to come out and wait for me in the cold,” she said.
“How chivalrous.”

“Not really,” I told her. “It made more sense for me to meet you
down here than to have you come up and then we have to come back
down.”

She frowned in confusion and I explained.
“You remember we talked about getting you a gun the other day?”
She nodded.
“Well I thought that since you didn’t have anything else to do this

morning we could go and take care of that right now. I checked online
yesterday when I woke up and found that the gun store I remembered



was still in operation. It opens at nine-thirty.”
There was a look of disappointment on Traci’s face but she nodded

and forced a little smile, still standing very close to me.
“Alright,” she said. “I guess that’s a good idea. Just not the one I

had in mind.”
I let that pass.
Traci glanced around.
“You know I’ve been trying to spot Reuven ever since I left my

house and I haven’t been able to. Are you sure he’s out there?”
“Very sure,” I told her. “He called just before you got here to let

me know that no one else was following you. Don’t worry, babe, like I
told you, Reuven and Kimi are the best. You won’t ever spot them, but
they will be there. Just remember to give them a call before you leave
wherever you are. It’ll probably take them a couple of minutes or so to
get back to their vehicles, but before you get moving they’ll be there.”

She nodded slowly and shivered a little.
“Well I’m freezing out here, so if we’re not going inside, can we get

back into my car?”
“We’ll take mine,” I told her. “Leave yours here and I’ll drive. By

the way, where’s your little energetic friend today?”
Traci smiled.
“Left him at home this morning,” she said. “He needed some alone

time. I thought that maybe we were going to have some too; and we
didn’t need an audience this time.”

I nodded and touched her arm, and then we got in my Trailblazer
and headed out.



Chapter 22

Up in South Salt Lake there is a small gun shop near the Maverick
Country Store on 2700th South called Mike’s Guns & Shooting
Supplies. It’s owned by a guy named Mike Sampson who was at one
time a master sergeant in the Air Force and a member of what was
once called the Office of Security Police, today known as the Security
Forces Center. I had met him years ago when I’d first joined OSI and
was working a case that took me to Pope AFB in North Carolina. We
only worked together briefly and never saw one another again while in
the service. However, years later, I had come to Utah, and as events
played out, I needed to acquire some additional ammunition. And I
just happened to end up at Mike’s. Sampson recognized me
immediately, despite the fact that I had shaved my head by then and
put on a few pounds. He said that he hadn’t been sure it was me at
first, but as soon as he heard my voice, he knew who I was. It only took
me a second to recognize him as well. He had put on a lot of weight
since retiring, and what was left of his hair was completely white. We
talked for a little while and caught up, and then he gave me a very
good deal on the ammo I needed. When my job was over I came back
to the shop and Mike gave me another deal on a Steyr AUG A3, forty-
five percent discount. He said it was standard for law enforcement and
since I had once been an OSI agent I still qualified.

Since that time, I’ve been back to Salt Lake twice, and have
stopped by the shop both times, the last being about four years ago.
Today I was very happy to find that Mike was still working at the shop
himself, a little older, a little heavier too, but still the same jolly guy.
He was talking to one of the handful of customers in the shop already
when I came in with Traci. As soon as he glanced over at the door, his
face lit up. I waved and he waved back, and then went back to talking
to the customer about a handgun.



Traci and I stood near the door and glanced all around the shop.
In the middle was a long display case filled with various types of
handguns. Traci leaned down and looked at them. I glanced at the
walls behind the counter and other display cases near the side walls.
Shotguns, hunting rifles, assault weapons, and more handguns.
Suddenly I felt a smile come across my face. This always happened
whenever I entered a gun store. A feeling almost erotic, but thankfully
not quite.

Traci moved along the display case in the middle of the room,
taking her wool cap off and undoing her jacket. I pulled off my hat and
stuffed it in the side pocket of my jacket and then unzipped the jacket.
It was warm in the store, very comfortable.

The customer Mike was talking to decided to pass on the handgun
but said he’d think about it. Mike nodded, taking the weapon and
putting it back in the case beneath the counter. The customer moved
on, still looking in the case. I walked over to the counter and Mike
Sampson had a big grin on his wide and craggy face.

“Why, Derrick Olin, as I live and breathe. How the hell are you?”
We shook hands.
“I’m good you old dog. How are you?”
“Pretty good for a guy my age,” Mike said, reaching up and

adjusting the thick lens bifocals he was sporting now. I guess his
eyesight had continued to deteriorate since I had last seen him. “Doc
tells me I could stand to lose a few pounds. So does my wife. But I say
why the hell for? I ain’t gonna live forever, and I might as well enjoy
life while I can. You looking good though. What brings you to town
after all this time, another job? Or are you perhaps interested in me
making you another deal?”

“You know how easy it is to tempt me, old man,” I chided. “And
today you’re going to make a sale.” I turned and glanced over at Traci
who was still looking into the display case in the middle of the store.
“My friend over there needs something for personal defense. I was
thinking about a Baby Glock.”

Mike nodded.
“Got some in last week,” he said. “Lot of local cops like to have

them for backup. They come in real handy. Might be just the thing for



your friend.”
“Traci,” I called and she turned. “Come here, I’d like you to meet

someone.”
She came over and I introduced them.
“Derrick and me go way back, ma’am,” Mike said to her. “Back

when we was both in Air Force blue—and my hair wasn’t so white. He
tells me you’re interested in getting something for personal
protection?”

Traci glanced at me first and then nodded at him.
“That’s right,” she said.
“Well you sure have come to the right place. I’m sure we can find

you something that’ll suit you. Derrick seems to think a Baby Glock
would be good and I tend to agree. What say I get one out and you see
if you like it?”

Traci said that would be fine and Mike nodded, walking off to the
display case on the far right side of the counter. He came back a
minute later with a black gun box and set it on the counter in front of
us, opening the top. Inside was a factory pristine Glock Model-28
subcompact .380 semiautomatic pistol. I reached into the box and
pulled it out, ejecting the magazine and pulling the slide back, locking
it in place. The strong smell of gun oil rose up from the breach. I
looked over at Traci, and then handed the weapon to her.

It was obvious that she had been taught how to handle a weapon,
even if it had been years since she had touched one. The first thing she
did was make sure it was pointed in a safe direction before looking at
it, even though she knew it was empty. After a minute, she glanced
back at me. “It’s so small and light, almost like a toy.”

“But definitely not a toy,” Mike told her firmly. “It is one of the
most efficient weapons in the world. All Glocks are really good,
ma’am.”

She nodded and looked at me once more.
“If you think this is what I need, then okay, I’ll get it.”
I looked at Mike.
“You still got that little range out back, right?”
He nodded, grinning. “Of course. Although I usually don’t let

people go out and test fire, but for you…”



“Thanks,” I said to him. “And don’t worry; you’re going to get a
sale.”

“I’m not worried,” he said. “Come on, I’ll get you some target
ammo and a couple of cardboard targets.”

I took the pistol from Traci and closed the slide, then picked up
the empty magazine and slipped it back into the butt. Traci and I
followed Mike to the back of the store and then out the back where the
range was located. Before stepping through the door, he told a young
woman sitting in the office in the back to come out and watch the front
of the store until he got back.

Right as Traci and I went out the door we put our hats back on
and zipped up our jackets. Mike didn’t seem to care. He was wearing
short sleeves and no hat and the cold didn’t seem to bother him at all.
Of course, he did have all that extra padding to keep him warm.

I guess that’s one bright spot about sporting seventy-five extra
pounds.



Chapter 23

Traci didn’t require much instruction. Having a gun in her hands
once again brought back everything that her husband had taught her
years ago. She loaded the magazine, put it in the weapon, and then
chambered a round. Mike had provided ear plugs and shooting glasses
and we both had them on as we stood ten feet away from the
cardboard targets pasted up on metal stands at the end of the small
two lane range. The wind was blowing now and neither of us was too
keen on being outdoors at the moment, but necessity was necessity, so
we just got on with it.

“Somewhere upwards of ninety percent of all shootings take place
at a distance of less than ten feet,” I told Traci. “A good many at less
than five. And because of that, I never teach people to shoot at a
distance greater than ten feet when it’s for personal defense reasons.
The chances are pretty good that if you have to shoot it will be up close
and personal. And if something happens at a greater distance, you do
have the option of running away. I highly recommend this option to
everyone. Avoid a confrontation if you can. Believe me, I’ve hit the
bricks many a time when the opportunity presented itself.”

Traci snickered under her wool hat.
“Somehow I find that hard to believe, Derrick. You, running away?

Not likely.”
“Believe it,” I told her. “I’m not Superman. I know I have

limitations and one of them is that I’m not impervious to bullets.”
Traci snickered again.
“I don’t know about the bullet thing,” she said. “But as far as you

being Superman, well I know of one area where you definitely qualify.”
I tried to remain stoic in the face of that comment, but failed and

had to smile, but then pressed on.
“I want you to look at the target on the right, take a few deep



breaths and focus all your energy on relaxing.”
She turned and stared at the target and did what I told her. After a

minute, I moved behind her and told her to lift the weapon in a two-
handed grip. She already knew about the Modified Weaver stance and
automatically assumed it. I pulled her right hip back a little more and
had her crouch down a bit further.

“Okay,” I said. “Perfect. Now lower the weapon and resume
standing the way you were before.”

She did.
“What were you looking at when you were in the Weaver stance?”

I asked.
“The front sight in the center of the target on the right,” she

responded.
“Exactly right,” I said. “Good. Now this time when I say go I want

you to resume the Weaver stance and immediately fire off two rounds
into the target on the right. Center mass. Only two shots. When you’re
done I want you to lower the weapon and come back to the way you’re
standing now, okay?”

She nodded.
I stepped back and to the left, counted to three, then told her to

go.
She did exactly as I had told her, fired off the two rounds, then

lowered the weapon and resumed her normal stance. I glanced at the
target downrange. One shot had hit the right shoulder of the target
and the other had missed completely. Okay, not the greatest of starts,
but she had winged him. In real life that might have been enough to
stop him. But I wanted her to be able to do better than that if it
became necessary.

I told her to go again and this time she actually managed to put
both rounds in the target, but neither near the center mass.

She emptied the clip and I handed her another. Once the weapon
was reloaded, I moved her closer to the target, five feet. She stood for a
few moments taking deep breaths with her eyes closed. When she was
ready, I told her to open her eyes and to look at the center mass of the
target. Then I told her to get into firing position and to fire two shots.
Both of these hit the center mass about an inch apart.



“Perfect,” I told her. “Really good. Let’s do that again. Close your
eyes first and clear your mind, relax. When I tell you to open them I
want you to immediately get into shooting position and fire.”

She did this and came up with virtually the same results. She was
smiling now, feeling more relaxed and confident. After fifty rounds, I
moved her back a couple of feet and her accuracy remained the same.
The last twenty rounds were fired from the ten. And once again, at this
point she still managed to hit the center of the target she was firing at
with both shots, although her grouping was not as tight. I wasn’t really
concerned about that though. She was hitting the target where she
needed to and her comfort with the weapon seemed good.

We went back into the store to warm up and I told Mike that we’d
take Glock. He smiled at Traci and told her he had some paperwork for
her to fill out. While they took care of that I walked around the store
and looked at a few other things, one was a lady’s shoulder bag that
had a separate compartment for concealing a compact pistol or
revolver. I asked Mike’s assistant to let me have a look at it and she got
it down. It was just like any other purse I had ever seen; only the
interior was smaller than you’d expect because some of the space was
taken up by the additional gun compartment. It seemed sturdy and
functional. I told the clerk we’d be taking it too and she walked it over
to the counter where Mike and Traci were finishing up.

Traci looked at the purse and then at me. I showed her the
compartment for the gun and we made sure her new pistol would fit in
it. Traci said she even liked the color. I said that was good because
brown was the only color they had. Mike took Traci’s license and went
to the phone to call her information in for the background check. Traci
and I stood talking for a few minutes and she seemed a little excited.
That was good to see. I was hoping that having a weapon of her own
would give her some confidence, knowing that she had the means to
protect herself if she had to. She told me that she was not going to tell
Marcus she’d gotten the gun and I told her I thought that was a good
idea. She’d need to make sure the box and everything else was put
away where he wouldn’t happen across them though. Traci said she
knew just the place for that.

Mike came back and said that Traci had been cleared and then he



rung the weapon up, along with the purse, a cleaning kit, and two
boxes of .380 Hydra-Shocks. And he was considerate enough to give
us the forty-five percent law enforcement discount. Traci smiled and
leaned over the counter to kiss him on the cheek. Mike beamed like a
high school kid and said if she wasn’t careful, he might just knock
another forty-five percent off.

I reached for my wallet but Traci told me no, she would pay. I
started to protest, but then thought better of the idea. After all, she did
run a very successful business and could probably afford to buy
anything she wanted in this place, maybe even this place. She took out
a VISA card and handed it to Mike and he ran it.

Once she signed the receipt, Mike bagged up everything and
handed it to me. Traci thanked him for all of his help and he walked us
to the front door. I shook his hand and told him I’d try to stop back by
here before I left town. Mike said he’d be looking forward to it and he
stood in the doorway while we walked out and got into my vehicle.

Traci and I both waved once more as I backed out, and then I
pulled out of the small lot and made a right turn. Traci sat with her
new gun and everything else on her lap, staring out the front
windshield, suddenly very quiet.

I drove up to I-80 and headed west. The interchange with I-15
came up in a few miles and I turned south. I merged with the late
morning traffic and accelerated up to seventy. Out of the corner of my
eye, I thought I caught a brief glimpse of a familiar black SUV. It could
have been Reuven Eckstein, or it could have been any of a hundred
others just like his. There were so many on the roads in this part of the
country. This is precisely why we were all driving them.

I glanced over at Traci. She was still quiet.
“Are you okay?” I asked.
She nodded.
“I’m fine, just thinking about some things, making some

decisions.”
I nodded. Something about her tone bothered me, but I decided

not to press her right now. After all, she had just bought a gun and I
was the fool who’d made sure she knew how to use it. It might be a
good idea if I wasn’t the first person to piss her off this soon.



Chapter 24

It was five after eleven when we got back to the Holiday Inn-
Express in Draper. I pulled in next to Traci’s Yukon at the back of the
hotel and shut off the engine. I asked Traci what time she had to be at
the ranch and she said she was planning on being there by one. I told
her to come inside with me and we’d clean her weapon and discuss
how she should carry it. She said okay but wanted to get something out
of her vehicle first. I waited while she did this and then we went up.
Before going inside I called Reuven on his cell and told him he could
knock off for a couple of hours because the client would be with me at
the hotel. He didn’t comment on that, simply said okay and to call him
when she was ready to leave. I said I would.

When we got to my room it was clean, the maid having already
come by this morning. I went to the bathroom to relieve myself and
when I came out Traci went it. When she came out I was already at the
desk with the cleaning kit and the Glock laid out on a piece of
yesterday’s newspaper. I showed her how to disassemble and
reassemble the pistol and after she had done it herself a couple of
times, I showed her how to clean it. It wasn’t a difficult process and
only took about fifteen minutes.

Traci reassembled and loaded her weapon and then we took the
new purse she had bought and she slipped the Glock in the side
compartment. We experimented with different ways of carrying the
purse, and finally Traci came up with one that was comfortable for her.
Then she took the contents of her other purse and transferred them to
the new one. I stopped her when I noticed one particular item. Traci
had a slightly embarrassed expression on her face, her skin reddening,
and didn’t look me in the eyes. I took her left wrist in my hand, gently
turning it until I could see what she held in hers. It was a small plastic
bottle, a clear liquid inside.



I smiled.
“Do you always carry this around with you?” I inquired

sardonically.
Traci still wouldn’t look at me and now her face was completely

flushed. I put a finger under her chin and raised her face to mine.
“You’re actually blushing,” I said. “Now that’s hard to imagine.”
Traci shook her head and pulled my hand away from her chin.
“I know,” she said. “I feel like a kid caught with her hand in the

cookie jar. Only it’s not cookies.”
“I’ll say,” I said, opening her hand and taking the bottle away from

her. “And it’s full too.”
“It should be,” she said. “I bought it at a drugstore on the way over

here this morning. Thought it might come in handy.”
I looked into her eyes for a long moment and then slowly smiled.
“Did you now?” I said.
She stared back at me silently, an impish smile rising with the

color of her face.
I leaned over and kissed her gently on the mouth.
“Well I’d hate for you to have wasted your money,” I told her,

turning and putting the bottle of Astroglide Extra Smooth Liquid on
the nightstand next to the bed. I didn’t even know Astroglide made an
extra smooth liquid. “And we do have some time.”

Traci’s whole face lit up with joy and she put her arms around my
neck, pressing her mouth against mine. There wasn’t much talking
after that, hardly any, but there was a lot of mouth usage; among other
things.

And the Astroglide came in handy too.
What’s that line?
“Too much lube is never enough, and you can never have too

much!”
Something like that anyhow. It became increasingly difficult for

me to concentrate once Traci’s jeans came off.
Difficult for me to concentrate on anything else that is.
Anything like thinking.



Chapter 25

My back had stiffened up again. It was aching and sore too. And it
wasn’t the only part of me that felt that way. But I wasn’t complaining.

Traci collapsed against me, giggling and trying to catch her breath.
Her body was slick with perspiration and I put my arms around her
and held her tightly, her back against my chest. I was also sweating
and breathing heavily, and I was laughing too, feeling very satisfied
despite the pain in my back, and other parts of me.

After a minute, Traci slid down and turned around to face me, her
face just a few inches from mine and her breath warm on my face. She
was still giggling and I could see a few beads of perspiration on her
forehead, one running down to her nose and dropping off the tip,
landing on my chin.

“Oh god did I need this today,” Traci said. “I haven’t done that
since the last time we were together. Almost forgot how good it feels.”

I slid my arms down her back and kissed her on the mouth.
“Glad I could oblige, ma’am,” I replied.
Traci grinned again and kissed my neck, nibbling on it for a few

seconds before looking into my eyes once more.
“Kind of felt even better with the added extra smooth sensation.

Didn’t know how that was going to feel at first, but I’m glad I picked it
out.”

“Me too,” I told her, absently stroking her back with my fingers.
“Never tried that kind before, didn’t know Astroglide made it.”

“Yeah,” she said, folding her arms across my chest and propping
herself up. “I guess they’re trying to keep up with KY. I saw they had
several different brands, including special scents, and even a warming
liquid. I was going to get the regular one, but then I saw this and
decided to give it a try. And I’m really glad I did.”

I smiled and kissed her on the chin.



“Me too.”
We lay and stared into one another’s eyes for several more

minutes, saying nothing, enjoying the closeness of total intimacy,
everything else completely blocked out of our lives at the moment.

“So you didn’t comment on whether or not this was the first time
for you since our last time?” Traci said after a while, a hint of mischief
in her eyes.

I slipped my left hand down to her butt and continued stroking.
“I didn’t, did I?”
Traci grinned and bumped her chin against mine.
“That’s not an answer, Mister. Oh, you don’t have to worry, I won’t

be upset. I know you had a life after me, other women, and I wouldn’t
expect you to restrict yourself because of me or any other woman from
your past. And to be frank, dear, I know how much you love it so I
already know the answer.”

I took a deep breath and released it slowly, my mind wandering a
little as I stared into Traci’s soft brown eyes. She was right, of course, I
did love it, and I had not restricted myself since we had ended our
relationship. On the contrary, I had made great expansive strides in
my sex life. However, lately I had become more conventional for some
unknown reason. In the last few months, I had not been as active on
the sexual side. It wasn’t because I was getting older and slowing
down, far from it. When it came to sex—as Traci could easily attest to
—my stamina was without question. But lately I just didn’t seem to
want to bother that much.

One of the women I had started seeing a while ago had finally
gotten married to her fiancé, and since that time, she had decided to
try to be faithful to him. She had faltered only once since the wedding
but had sworn it would be the last time. Of the women I saw regularly
back home, she was by far the most unrestrictive and imaginative.
There wasn’t much that she didn’t do, and loved to do. Actually she
even scared me a little, however that only seemed to make her more
desirable. But now that was probably over. Probably.

As for the other women, in the past couple of months I had really
only been with two. One being Karyn Lochert, but Karyn didn’t live in
Birmingham and it was not all that easy for us to get together more



than once, maybe twice a month. And although Karyn was a very good
lover, very passionate and never boring, she seemed reluctant to move
beyond the more conventional forms of sexual congress. Mutual oral
sex and experimenting with different positions seemed as far as she
was prepared to go, and that was fine, she knew what she liked and we
always had a good time. But still, sometimes I did feel a little
unsatisfied, though I’d never tell Karyn that.

There was also my friend from the Birmingham PD, a detective
with the Criminal Intelligence Unit. Paige Palmer. Paige had far fewer
inhibitions, but lately she had started seeing someone on a regular
basis and didn’t call me as much. Again, that was fine, her prerogative.
I never put any demands on any woman I slept with. They were free to
come and go as they pleased. If they wanted to see someone else, that
was fine. If they wanted to get married, that was fine. If they wanted to
keep seeing me when they were married or otherwise in a relationship,
that was fine too. And if they wanted to end it, that was alright as well.
Whatever they wanted, I’d be alright with it. Or so I told myself.

But I did have desires, things that I liked and liked doing. I never
insisted with a woman, usually left it up to her to decide if she wanted
to open a door in our intimacy, so to speak. I had been surprised by
the number of women I had been with who were actually just as kinky
as I was when it came to some things, some even more so. The number
of exceptions was relatively small. Karyn Lochert was one of those
exceptions, and that really was too bad because Karyn had a killer
backside. I had lain next to her many a time and fantasized about what
it would be like to enter that smooth, tight ass of hers with my cock
slathered in Astroglide and fuck her until we both came. But it would
always remain a fantasy. Karyn simply was not in to it. And again, it
was her right.

Traci Brenner, on the other hand, was a different story completely.
She really was in to it, loved it in fact, and when I had seen her
removing the bottle of Astroglide from her purse earlier this morning,
I saw that same hint of wickedness in her eyes that I’d seen the first
time she had suggested anal sex to me all those years ago.
Unmistakable, undeniable, and insatiable. Just thinking about it made
me hard all over again.



I kissed her lips once more.
“It’s been a few months,” I told her. “And you know this already,

you’re the first and only one without a condom.”
Traci snickered.
“And you’re the first and only that way for me too, baby. Made it

even more exciting.”
“It did,” I told her. “Very exciting. I know I’ve told you this before,

but it’s been a while. I really do enjoy fucking you, Traci.”
She laughed.
“The feeling’s mutual, Derrick,” she said, her eyes suddenly filled

with that look. “Especially when you put it in my ass. I don’t know why
I like that so much. I don’t know why I’ve never let Marcus do it. He’s
asked a few times before. A couple times after I started doing it with
you, but I always said no. Somehow I guess I knew he wouldn’t do it
right, and that would ruin it for me. To be honest, sex with him has
never been all that great. He’s always about getting what he needs,
never about what I need. So different from you.”

I lay and stared up at her, seeing all the emotions within her
conflict. She was staring off to the right for almost a minute before she
realized it, shaking her head and forcing a smile.

“Listen at me, you don’t need to hear any of that. Don’t want to
bring the mood down. Not when we’re having such a good time.”

She kissed me, then sat up and straddled my waist, a playful glee
in her eyes. I was staring at her breasts, suddenly very aroused.

“So, is my ass still as tight as it was the last time you fucked me?”
she teased, squeezing her legs around me.

I chuckled and put my right hand on her stomach, stroking her
bellybutton with my thumb.

“Tighter,” I said. “Gonna have to do something about that.”
“Oh yeah? What?”
I put my left hand on her hip and gently tapped my fingers against

her skin.
“Oh, I don’t know,” I told her with a straight face. “But I was

thinking about regularly inserting something big and hard into it for a
while to see if that would relax the situation.”

Traci started laughing and leaned down to kiss me once more,



feeling my erection swell between her legs.
“Something tells me that will only make it tighter,” she said with

her lips pressed against mine. “But you’re welcome to try it.”
I put my arms around her back and hugged her tightly as we

kissed. We both knew that it was after noon and she had some place to
be, but we also knew that neither of us was getting out of this bed any
time soon.

And we didn’t…



Chapter 26

The encrypted cell phone buzzed while Traci was in the shower. I
was standing beside the bed arching my back and trying to work some
of the kinks out. My jacket was hanging on the back of the chair over
by the desk and at first, I didn’t know what the buzzing sound was. My
regular phone was on the nightstand next to the bed and when I
looked back at it, the warning light was not flashing so I knew the
buzzing was not coming from it. Then I remembered the encrypted
phone.

A rush of apprehension sank into the pit of my stomach as I went
over to the chair and took the phone out of the inside pocket of my
jacket. I pressed the answer button and a moment later Shelbee
Roberts was speaking to me.

“Sorry it took so long to get back to you, Derrick, but we got busy
up here over the weekend and other things had to take priority.
Although you know how important the Department of Homeland
Security thinks you are, in particular the Counterintelligence and
Covert Security Directorate.”

I chuckled and continued to slowly rotate my hips from side to
side as I listened to Shelbee Roberts tell me what she had done on my
behalf. She was a woman of few words when it counted and after a
minute the conversation was over and I was putting the cell back in my
jacket pocket.

My laptop was still on the desk and still powered up so I opened
the lid and brought it out of sleep mode, sitting down in the chair and
accessing my email. There were several messages in my inbox, but
only one I cared about. I accessed the one from Shelbee Roberts and
downloaded it to a file on my desktop, then closed the email window.

Traci came out of the bathroom then wearing a towel and drying
her hair with another one. I didn’t want her to know that I had just



received her husband’s personnel file and was preparing to delve
through it as soon as she left, so I didn’t say anything. I stood up and
slipped my jeans and sweatshirt back on and she quickly dressed. She
told me that she had to run home first and get JJ before heading over
to the ranch. I told her I’d call Reuven and alert him and he’d be
waiting when she was ready to leave.

When she was completely dressed, I put on my jacket and hat and
walked her down the back stairs. Reuven had said he’d pick her up just
as soon as she exited the parking lot and I didn’t doubt him. Traci
climbed into her Yukon with her wool cap pulled down over her ears.
She started the engine with the door still open and the little annoying
warning ding started immediately. I put a hand on her thigh and
leaned in to kiss her briefly.

She smiled.
I told her to call me when she made it to the ranch. She said she

would.
I stood back and watched as she turned at the corner of the

building and drove out of sight.
It was very cold outside and I couldn’t find a reason to remain out

here. So I went back into the building and back upstairs to my room. It
was time to become intimately familiar with one Marcus Allen
Brenner, Senior.

I suppose that was only fair, I had been intimately familiar with
his wife for years now.



Chapter 27

Marcus Brenner was forty-four years old at the present time. He’d
been born in Tyler, Texas but raised in Arkansas. At the age of
eighteen, he enlisted in the Army and after a tour in the Infantry, he
transferred to the Rangers. Two tours there, and then he tried out for
Special Forces, and was accepted. His selection officer noted that he
had superior intellectual and physical abilities and was considered to
have great potential. Brenner was initially trained in covert infiltration
and advanced counterinsurgency. His first combat deployment in
Special Forces came during the Gulf War in 1991 when he was
assigned to a team of operators sent into Kuwait in advance of the U.S.
led invasion. Their mission had been to organize resistance operations
and to soften up Iraqi forces before the start of the actual fighting.
According to the file, then Sergeant Brenner had repeatedly
distinguished himself on daring operations and was a key figure in the
success of many missions. Upon exfiltration, he received a unit
citation and a special commendation from the theater commander of
Special Forces.

Following the Gulf War Marcus Brenner was a rising star within
the Special Forces community. He was sent all over the world to train
with allied units and to teach tactics to the armies and security forces
of emerging nations that were experiencing problems with insurgents
and rebels. When he wasn’t out of the country, the Army sent him back
to school. He earned a bachelor’s in communications and a master’s in
political science before he was twenty-eight.

When I read that part it suddenly occurred to me that at the age of
twenty-eight he was probably also marrying Traci. They had been
married for sixteen years now so that would have been about the time
they met. Within a year Marcus, Junior would have been born.
However, Staff Sergeant Brenner was a very busy and very active man



at that stage of his life, no doubt with little time for trivial things like
family. However, maybe I’m just projecting.

I read on and found most of it pretty boring. Over the years, I had
read many a military file and they were always the same, even the
exciting parts read as dull, and to be honest, not much excited me
these days. Well at least not much beyond a beautiful naked woman
with a wicked mind, but that’s getting off subject.

Marcus Brenner was transferred to the 5th Special Forces Group
just prior to 2001. His main areas of expertise were Afghanistan and
Pakistan, which meant after 11 September 2001 he was in high
demand. When the War on Terror began later that year all U.S.
Special Forces units swung into high gear, but none with a greater
responsibility than the 5th because Afghanistan was one of its
playgrounds.

When the CIA deployed a covert paramilitary action team to
Afghanistan just nine days after the September attacks in 2001 they
asked the Pentagon to provide a couple of seasoned military operators
to assist with in-country intelligence gathering and tactical planning.
The request was immediately routed to 5th Special Forces. The first
name to be added to the consideration list was Marcus Brenner. When
the CIA team landed in-country on 20 September 2001, Sergeant First
Class Brenner was with them, and he remained in-place until well
after the start of the U.S. invasion, providing critical intelligence and
tactical support that allowed American troops to quickly dominate the
battleground. He also assisted in planning and executing a number of
audacious and highly risky operations that led to the capture or killing
of several key members of the Al-Qaeda and Taliban leadership. One
of those missions resulted in Brenner personally exchanging gunfire
with two senior operatives who were believed to have known the
whereabouts of the Al-Qaeda leader himself, target number-one as far
as the U.S. was concerned. Unfortunately, the two men had been
determined not to be taken alive, and as Brenner and his squad closed
in for the capture, the men killed themselves, taking their valuable
prize to their graves with them.

It was nearly a year before Brenner was extracted from



Afghanistan, and even then, it wasn’t so he could return home to his
wife and son. Iraq was just about to get under way at that point and
the Pentagon wanted all the best that Special Forces had to offer
transferred to the new area of operation as quickly as possible. It was
noted in his file that Brenner, like many other Special Forces veterans,
thought it was ill-advised to move so many operators from
Afghanistan before the job was finished. Al-Qaeda was still operating
there in conjunction with Taliban allies, and if they were allowed to
regroup and reconstitute, they might one day be able to carry out
another attack on American soil, perhaps even greater than 9-11. Of
course, no one in higher authority listened to him and he was ordered
to Iraq, and promoted to master sergeant.

Several tours in Iraq followed. Along with three purple hearts and
a whole slue of other commendations. It seemed as if the guy had
everything except the Medal of Honor, but he still had time before
retirement.

I was now at the part of his career that had taken him out of the
5th and into a new unit called the 2nd Special Service Force, an
emergency unit that had been temporarily based in Montana a few
years ago. The file was sketchy as to the exact purpose of the unit;
however, it seemed to have something to do with domestic security
and counterinsurgency preparations. And then something occurred to
me, a story I remembered seeing on CNN a couple of years back about
a controversial Army unit that the Pentagon had formed to deal with
the possibility of civil unrest or a major incident inside the United
States. The unit had been formed in secrecy—as many things had been
during the time of that particular presidential administration—and not
even the most senior members of Congress had a clue about its
existence. When word of it finally leaked out, the Pentagon quickly
tried to diffuse the situation, saying that the unit was not being trained
to fight American citizens, but rather to respond to disasters that
overwhelmed regular civilian law enforcement and National Guard
forces. This answer did not sit well with many in Congress or the
media, or the public for that matter, and eventually the unit was
disbanded. From my reading of this file, I now had very good reason to



suspect that the unit in question had been the 2nd Special Service
Force out of Montana.

Following the breakup of the 2nd, Brenner was transferred to the
75th Rangers in North Carolina and became an instructor for a while.
The combat situation in Iraq had settled down considerably, and
despite the still high number of soldiers deployed, Marcus Brenner
was told that he would probably not have to do another tour there
before things wrapped up. This news came as a bit of a
disappointment to the experienced field operator, but I bet it made his
wife happy at the time. However, that happiness would not last long
because Afghanistan was heating up again. And once again, now First
Sergeant Brenner was needed more than ever.

The Army put together a multi-unit task force of Special Forces
personnel, culling operators from all over the SF community, trained
them as one outfit, and then deployed them to Afghanistan to try to get
a handle on the violence that was now threatening to tear the country
apart once again as Taliban forces began to regroup and gather
strength. Just as Brenner and others had known they would.

This deployment lasted a little more than a year. Brenner was
wounded once more, receiving the fourth purple heart of his career,
and even a second silver star, following an operation where Brenner
led a team into a village on the Pakistani border and killed several Al-
Qaeda personnel believed to be making plans for a wave of terror
attacks in the Afghan capital. The citation written by his regimental
X.O. was one of the most glowing, almost gushing, that I had ever
seen. If I didn’t already know who Superman was—me—after reading
his citation I’d probably think it was Brenner. The citation was signed
by Lieutenant Colonel Sheryl D. Lindstrom, USA. Brenner must really
have impressed the hell out of her.

And now I was closer to the point of current events. Brenner’s
return from Afghanistan, his transfer to the 3rd Joint Security Brigade,
and the move out to Utah. Glancing through the command roster I
noticed a couple of things. The first was that the 3rd JSB was not
actually assigned to one base here in Utah. Rather it had the



responsibility for three separate sites. The Tooele Army Depot, the
Dugway Proving Ground, and the Camp Williams State Military
Reservation. The second thing I noticed was the name of the
commander of the brigade.

Colonel Sheryl D. Lindstrom, USA. I guess Brenner wasn’t the
only one who got some recognition out of that last tour in Afghanistan.

Okay, I mused, stretching my arms above my head and yawning
for a minute. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. It was time to
find out just what the 3rd Joint Security Brigade was and what it did,
and what role Marcus Brenner played in it. Maybe that would tell me
why someone might want to hurt his wife.

The other thing I was hoping it would tell me is why the prick
didn’t seem to be all that worried about it.



Chapter 28

One of the key benefits to having contacts with Top Secret/SCI
clearance and admittance to Special Access and Codeword programs is
they can find out all sorts of shit that nobody is supposed to know
about. I bet if I asked really nicely Shelbee Roberts—or more likely her
boss, Nicola Calavici—could tell me exactly who had shot JFK and
why; or what really happened in Roswell, New Mexico back in 1947.
But I didn’t need that information today, one day perhaps. Thus far
my life had trekked through many strange twists and turns that I could
never have foreseen. One day I might find myself on the trail of a
forty-six year old murder mystery, or perhaps pursuing a sixty-two
year old alleged UFO crash. And maybe not.

As for what the 3rd JSB was and what its mission concerned, it
was all detailed in the second report Shelbee Roberts had sent. In
short, following 11 September 2001 the Pentagon—suddenly finding
itself flush with cash, thanks to a spineless Congress and shadowy
types in the White House inner circle—decided to create a new
division within the Joint Staff, a special security force that would have
as its mission the responsibility for safeguarding key military
installations that might be vulnerable to terrorist or other enemy
attacks. Primarily these installations were those that did research and
testing for chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons. However there
were several other types of facilities within the program’s protected
classification, including some of the secret bunkers that would be used
as safe-zones in the event of a national catastrophe which necessitated
the enactment of what was known as COG—Continuity of
Government. A top secret plan that called for rounding up select
members of the national government and transporting them to
undisclosed locations—safe-zones—so that they can continue to run
the country throughout the crisis.



Apparently Utah lucked out and scored on two accounts. Dugway
Proving Ground was involved in nuclear weapons research, and Camp
Williams had a secret underground facility that was setup to be one of
three Continuity of Government sites in the west. According to the
report, Tooele Depot didn’t have anything special going on, however it
did have the space available to accommodate the headquarters for the
3rd JSB, and therefore the command was run from there, Colonel
Sheryl D. Lindstrom in charge.

Okay, suddenly I knew a lot more about things that I didn’t want
to know about. A part of me was surprised that Shelbee Roberts had
included all of this information in the file. When we had first met

several years ago in my apartment back home
[8]

, I would never have
guessed that some day she and I would ever have this level of trust
between us. Especially when you consider what had happened a short
time following that meeting, a second meeting between us at a
ballpark just down the road from my apartment. My memory may be a
little foggy on the exact details all these years later, but I believe it
concluded with me slipping a pistol into her mouth and saying
something about blowing her brains out if she didn’t leave
Birmingham and never come back. But as I said, I might be a little
foggy on the details.

So Marcus Brenner’s work was just as serious as he had intimated
to his wife. Actually it was a lot more serious than he had intimated.
Even more so than his regular Special Forces work, although at least
on this assignment he was not operating in a war zone and being shot
at every hour of every day. I was curious as to why the Pentagon had
used Special Forces personnel to form a security brigade, but I
suspected this was because they viewed the mission as
counterterrorism—as so many things were seen these days—and when
you want to combat terrorism you use the people who have the most
hands-on experience in doing so. That meant Special Forces. I
suspected that many of the SFs weren’t exactly happy about their new
assignment, preferring to be back in Iraq or Afghanistan in the middle
of the action, but I’ll bet their spouses and kids were happy. However,
right now Traci Brenner was not a member of that group.



I read the complete file for two hours, going back over several
points a few times until I was certain I had gotten all I was going to get
from it. I now knew far more about Marcus Brenner than I had ever
wanted to, but still had learned nothing that would lead me to a motive
for someone taking potshots at his wife, slashing her tires, or making
crank phone calls. Or that led me to the reason why Marcus Brenner
didn’t seem as alarmed as he should be.

He was a Special Forces soldier. They didn’t shine problems on,
and usually they didn’t take threats to the people they cared about
lightly. Their response was usually immediate, swift, and deadly. But
not in this case. And why had he hinted that this might have
something to do with his work? If it did why didn’t he involve the
Army CID, get his wife some protection? That would have been the
smart thing to do because if his wife could be a target, then so could
his son. But he didn’t seem to be worried about that either. It was an
odd situation. Totally out of character for someone like the man I’d
read about in the personnel file.

Of course, this may have nothing to do with Marcus. I only had
Traci’s word as to his reaction. And if I was going to be totally
objective, I had to admit to myself that she could be lying to me. Hell,
for all I knew she could have set this entire thing up just to get me out
here because she wanted to rekindle our affair. Barely a half hour after
we first saw each other, we were in bed together. And then on Saturday
night she tried to get me into bed at her place. Then there was today…

Somehow I didn’t believe this. If Traci had wanted to start up with
me again she knew all she had to do was call. She wouldn’t have to
make something like this up. I’d come see her wherever she was.

No, I had to conclude that she was not lying; at least I wanted to
believe that. Either way I’d find out before long. For the moment
though I was going to operate under the assumption that she was
telling the truth. This meant I was going to have to dig deeper, find out
specifically what Marcus Brenner was up to.

According to the file he was the senior NCO on the brigade
commander’s intelligence staff, Colonel Lindstrom, the awarder of his
latest silver star. I suppose in that capacity he was in a key position to
know a lot about the operations of the brigade and the bases for which



they oversaw security. Getting to him might be a priority for some
hostile group or other. With him there was access to other more senior
personnel, including Colonel Lindstrom herself.

And this again begged the question, why was he not more
concerned about what was happening to his wife?

That needed to be answered, and quickly.
I turned from the computer and leaned back in the chair, feeling a

sharp pain on the right side of my lower back as I did so. Great.
Something else I need to solve.

Although I knew that the situation with my back had been
exacerbated by my morning spent with Traci—in particular due to her
extreme fondness for the reverse cowgirl position—I wouldn’t have
changed a second of it. In fact, I needed to make a note for myself to
stop by the store and pick up my own bottle of Astroglide Extra
Smooth Liquid when I got back home.

I wondered if Karyn Lochert would like it. That was a place I
probably shouldn’t have gone because as soon as I saw her face in my
mind I started to become tumescent. And I was thinking about more
than her face. There was that lovely round butt of hers…

But, alas, a road never to be taken.
Thankfully Traci Brenner was a road that was completely open to

me.
Now all I had to do was keep her alive and find out who was doing

what to her and why.
Something occurred to me then, and to be honest it wasn’t the

first time. When Traci had described everything to me, and Marcus’
reaction, I had wondered right off whether he could be behind it.
Spouses were usually good suspects, and considering the way he
wouldn’t let her go to the police…

But he was SF-trained. If he were trying to kill her he could do a
better job than this. If he didn’t do it himself he could get a buddy of
his to do it. There were a lot of former Special Forces guys now making
their living as mercenaries and killers for-hire. No doubt Marcus
Brenner knew somebody who could do the job for him, and they
wouldn’t be screwing around like this, slashing tires and making crank
calls, or even trying unsuccessfully to run her off the road. Not unless



they wanted to fuck with her first. But why? Professionals knew better
than that. They didn’t play. If action was required then they took
action—and no prisoners!

So where did that leave me?
Nowhere actually.
So I guess I’d have to find out if I was really as good at covert

surveillance as I had told Traci. And I’d see if Marcus was better at
countersurveillance. Time to slip into the darkness and become a
shadow again.

I couldn’t wait.
Oh boy, let the fun begin!



Chapter 29

When Traci called me before leaving the ranch on Monday
evening I asked her what time Marcus usually left for the base. She
told me some time between five-thirty and six, saying that he usually
liked to go in so he could run with some of the other NCOs that lived
on the base. I asked her what kind of vehicle he drove and the license
plate number if she had it. There was a pause on the line and then she
told me. She already knew what I planned on doing, but asked about it
anyway. I told her that I was just going to tail him loosely for a day or
so and find out what I could, if anything. Kimi and Reuven had her
covered around-the-clock and it seemed prudent for me to be doing
something constructive to solve the problem from the other end. When
she spoke I could hear trepidation in her voice, but she kept her
objections to herself, largely.

I woke up at four Tuesday morning and spent a half hour working
out. Pushups, situps, stretches, and fifteen minutes of unarmed
combat drills. I was sweating and a little winded when I stepped into
the shower at four-thirty, but when I stepped out five minutes later I
felt rejuvenated and invigorated. I shaved my face and head in the
bathroom mirror and then dressed.

Today I opted for khaki slacks, a blue turtleneck, and my trusty
black half boots. I put on my heavy jacket, knit cap, and gloves, then
slipped the Glock-30 into the waistband of my pants over my right hip.
A spare magazine for it went into an inside pocket on the jacket and
the Kel-Tec P-32 I put in a zipper pocket on the top right side. I was
now ready to face the day.

It was too early to get breakfast downstairs at the hotel so I’d have
to put it off till later. I still had one granola bar that I had brought from
home and stuck it in one of my other pockets before leaving the room.

Last night I had spent about an hour studying the most efficient



route for getting to Tooele Army Depot from the Brenner home. I
discovered that unless you had a helicopter or a highly efficient off-
road vehicle (like a tank), there was really only one way to get to
Tooele from Draper, and it actually required you to go through Camp
Williams, or at least the outer ring of it.

So I decided to head over to Camp Williams Road and see if I
could find a spot to park and wait for Marcus Brenner to pass by. Of
course it was possible that he knew a route that I hadn’t found and
would not pass by me, and then tomorrow I’d have to pick a spot
closer to his house.

When I got to Camp Williams Road I found a gas station and a
diner and another Maverick Country Store just down from the
intersection with South Redwood Road. And the universe was smiling
at me this early morning. The diner opened at five a.m. That was good
because shortly after getting in my vehicle my stomach started
growling and somehow I knew that one granola bar was not going to
be enough to hold me.

I didn’t want to miss Marcus Brenner so I wouldn’t go in and sit
down, but hopefully they could make something quick and then I
could go out and eat it in the car, keeping an eye on the road.

When I went into the diner there were only a couple people inside
besides the bleached-blond middle-aged woman behind the counter
and an old guy in an apron and chef’s hat at a grill in the back. When I
walked up to the counter the woman looked up at me a little startled at
first. This happened a lot when I was in Utah. When I had first come
out here years ago it had been immediately obvious that there weren’t
a whole lot of black folks on the local scene. Actually, on that trip the
only ones I saw besides me who weren’t on television were in the
airport. Whenever I walked into a place out here I always got these
odd looks, just like the one the counterwoman was giving me this
morning. And like her, everyone always tried to cover their initial
startle with as warm a smile as they could fake.

She said good morning and asked if I wanted to eat at the counter
or get a booth. I told her that I was in a bit of a hurry and wondered if I
could get something to go. She said sure, called me hon’, and asked if
I’d like coffee while I waited for the cook to fix the steak and egg



sandwich I ordered. I declined the coffee but asked for a glass of
orange juice instead. When she brought this to me she smiled again,
more relaxed now.

I turned and looked around the small diner, finding it to be typical
of most others that I had been in before, nothing much impressive.
The other two customers were sitting at a booth near the far end of the
counter and the one facing me kept looking over at me every few
seconds. I guess he was curious too.

On the grill I could hear my steak sizzling and I silently hoped the
cook would get the medium-rare part right. I hated well-done steaks,
but I didn’t like them raw either. Medium-rare was a challenge for
some cooks, and rare done correctly was almost impossible. Which is
why I never ordered a rare stake or burger when I was eating out.

My cell phone buzzed and I pulled it off my belt. It was Traci. She
told me that Marcus had just left their house heading for the base. I
looked at my watch and thanked her, telling her that I’d talk to her
later in the day. She said she was going directly to the ranch after
getting M.J. off to school and would be there all day. If I wanted to
stop by and pretend to be working on my story again I was more than
welcome. She said that she might even take me horseback riding if I
wanted.

I told her that I didn’t know how the day was going to go but I
would call her later, then I hung up. I glanced back at the man in the
chef’s hat as he worked at the grill and watched the counterwoman go
over and refill the coffee cups for the two men in the booth. Then I saw
lights in the parking lot and several vehicles pulled in.

The counterwoman went back behind the counter and set the
coffee pot back down on the warmer.

“Billy, you better git ready in there, baby!” she yelled to the cook.
“Here they come!”

Morning rush I presume.
And they were.
I had managed to get my order in at just the right time because in

the span of about five minutes the place was jammed packed and
noisy. I gave the counterwoman a five and a ten and told her to keep
the change, then took the paper sack she handed me and pushed my



way outside.
The cold air hit me squarely in the face and suddenly I

remembered I wasn’t wearing my hat. I went over to the Trailblazer
and unlocked the door with the remote, opening the passenger’s door
and setting the sack down. I started the vehicle and then went around
to the other side and climbed in, turning the heat up.

Earlier, on the way into the lot, I noticed that the spaces on the
north side offered a great view of the road out beyond, and presumably
this was the way Marcus Brenner would travel. And because of this I
had parked in one of those spaces, backed in so he wouldn’t see me
when he passed by. After the interior warmed up I shut off the engine,
turned sideways in the seat and stared at the road. I opened the sack
and the aroma of the steak and egg sandwich made my stomach ache.
It wasn’t bad either, a little greasy, but cooked to near perfection. If I
got the opportunity to come back to this diner before I left Utah I’d
have to give Billy a tip too.

I checked my watch and saw the time was ten minutes to six. The
sandwich was gone and my hunger satiated for the moment. It was
then that I realized I should have gotten a juice to go as well, but it was
too late now. I couldn’t risk missing Brenner while I ran back inside,
and with all the people who were in there now, more arriving all the
time, there was no way I could make a quick in and out trip. So I’d just
have to deal with it.

On the plus side I didn’t have long to wait. Two minutes after I
finished my sandwich and cleaned my hands with the small bottle of
hand sanitizer I kept in one of my pockets, I saw a tan Ford Explorer
approaching and I knew this had to be Marcus Brenner. He sped by
the diner lot followed closely by several other vehicles, all of them
violating the local speeding laws.

I turned back in the seat, started the engine, put on my seatbelt,
and slipped the selector into gear.

Thirty seconds later I was out on Camp Williams Road heading
south and violating the local speeding laws myself.



Chapter 30

I followed Marcus Brenner all the way to Tooele Army Depot early
Tuesday morning with little trouble. It was a long trek, but there were
a lot of cars along the road even this early, and that provided plenty of
cover as we left Camp Williams Road and turned east on Cedar Fort
Road, which became Cedar Valley Road when it turned south.

Cedar Valley wound on for a lot of miles and changed directions a
couple more times before becoming I-73, and that took us all the way
to Tooele Depot. In total, even with the speeding, the trip from the
diner to the base had taken fifty-five minutes. That meant from his
house to the base he had more than an hour commute each morning,
closer to an hour and a half. And if he had to go to Dugway he had an
even longer one.

I didn’t follow him once he made the turn northwest onto Post
Road. I wouldn’t have been able to get on the base anyway and traffic
was too thin for me to use as cover. I didn’t want to risk him spotting
me at this early stage so I kept on going past the turn-off, keeping to a
normal rate of speed, not even turning to look at his vehicle as it
continued up the hill and onto base.

Well I had learned nothing of consequence from this morning’s
activities. Other than the fact that Billy could make a hell of a steak
and egg sandwich. But nothing that would advance my cause for being
in town.

I continued up I-36 into the small town of Stockton north of
Tooele before turning back. Once again I didn’t have a plan so I
figured I’d just drive around a while and hope inspiration struck. If it
didn’t after a while I might head back to Draper and go over to the
ranch. It might be better to hang around Traci anyway, considering
she was the client and the potential target. But something in the back
of my mind kept nagging at me, and I didn’t know exactly what it was.



Could’ve been something I read in Brenner’s file, or it could be
something else, anything else. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it and
it was beginning to drive me nuts.

I looked at the clock on the dash and saw that the time was now
five past eight. Time had gotten away from me. I reached for the
button to turn on the radio but before I could press it my cell phone
stated to buzz.

I stopped at a red light and checked my rearview mirror before
pulling the phone off my belt. The display showed the caller was
Reuven Eckstein.

Suddenly there was a lump in my throat. I pressed the answer key,
my breathing stopped.

Five seconds later I was running the red light, cars coming in the
opposite directions slamming on their brakes and blaring their horns
as tires screeched.

On some level I’m sure I was sorry about cutting them off, but
right now it couldn’t be helped. I had to get back to Draper fast.

Right about now that helicopter or highly efficient off-road vehicle
(tank) would come in very handy.

Actually just the helicopter, please.
Or a convenient transporter beam!
Oh, Scotty, where are you when I need you?



Chapter 31

“It came out of nowhere, Derrick, and whoever did it was a pro, or
the luckiest bastard I’ve ever come across. One long distance shot at a
moving vehicle going about forty. Took the driver’s tire out and forced
the Yukon off the road. She was able to keep control pretty well but
still ended up in the ditch. Probably would have been worse if she had
panicked.”

I nodded, listening to Reuven Eckstein, but watching Traci
Brenner the whole time. We were in a first floor room at the back of
the Noah’s Ark Hotel in Pleasant Grove about ten miles south of
Traci’s ranch in Lehi. Reuven had arranged it as a fallback location if
something happened and he needed to move Traci to a safe place for a
while. I hadn’t known about it in advance and that was standard. The
fewer people who knew about something, the fewer people who could
betray it, thus making it more secure. I’m sure Kimi Tanaka had her
own fallback safety-zone, as I did myself. Standard operating
procedure. Pros understood this and were never offended when they
discovered the people they worked with kept secrets to themselves. All
a part of the business we were in. Reuven and I both knew it.

“I didn’t see where the shot came from because I was a ways
back,” he went on. “But I saw her going out of control and closed up
fast. She was less than a mile from her ranch on Chapel Ridge Road
when it happened. I got to her as fast as I could and then pulled her
out. There were no additional shots fired and I got her in my car and

we took off. Did a few circuits in various directions—SOP
[9]

—cutting
back and forth, then I came here and called you. We left her Yukon.
Didn’t see any other damage but the front tire. Nothing’s around there
but a bunch of hills and roads, no houses can be seen from where it
happened. Somebody will probably think she broke down or
something.”



I nodded and glanced over at the Israeli security operative. He was
wearing blue jeans, a black sweater, and a heavy blue windbreaker. His
dark brown hair was longer than you’d expect for a military man, but
he wasn’t a military man anymore, hadn’t been for a very long time.
And despite the seriousness of our current situation, there was a faint
hint of a mocking smile at the corners of his lips. I can’t remember a
time when I hadn’t seen him with a similar expression, even when we
were pinned down some place under fire. He never took anything
completely serious, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t a serious and
deadly man. Reuven Yossi Eckstein was one of the most capable
people I had ever known, and he could kill with a smile on his face, the
last thing some people would ever see before they met their end.

Reuven was standing in front of the door with his arms folded
across his muscular chest, relaxed but ready.

“Good work, man,” I said finally. “Thanks for getting her out of
there.”

“No problem, Derrick,” he said. “It’s why I’m here. Just wish I
could’ve seen who did it and nailed them.”

“Yeah,” I said. “But that’s not the main objective of a protective
operation, as you well know. Keeping the client alive is, and you
accomplished that. We’re going to find out who is behind this though.
Now I’m more motivated than ever.”

I turned and glanced at Traci again. She was sitting on the double
bed farthest from the door, arms folded, head down. When I had first
come into the room she had been white as a sheet, but now some color
was returning to her face. She wasn’t shivering anymore either. That
was good, meant she probably wasn’t in shock.

I looked at Reuven and he nodded, turning for the door.
“Do me a favor,” I said. “Get her car towed and have the tire fixed.

I doubt if the round will still be in the tire, but if it is I want it. It might
help us in identifying the shooter.”

Reuven nodded again.
“Might be kind of tricky,” he said, pausing at the door. “This isn’t

exactly my normal operating area and I don’t have any local sources,
but I’ll manage something.”

I cast an ironic look his way.



“Of course you will, Mr. Eckstein. If I didn’t think you were
capable of pulling off the impossible in spectacular fashion, then I
would not have called you.”

Reuven snickered, undoing the latch on the door and turning the
handle, cautiously checking outside before opening the door all the
way and stepping outside. He glanced back at me once more and
waved, and then he was gone.

I went over and locked the door, putting the latch back on.
When I turned back around Traci Brenner rushed over to me and

threw her arms around my neck, pressing her body as tightly against
me as she could manage without actually being inside my clothes. I put
my arms around her and held her as tightly as I could without hurting
her.

She was shaking again.
But then so was I, and I found this development to be most

curious.
Not to mention disturbing as hell.



Chapter 32

“God I thought I was dead. I heard something like a pop a split
second before the car lurched. I thought it was a blowout maybe. I
tried to keep it on the road but it was hard, and just when I thought I
had it, I lost control and it headed straight for the ditch. I was wearing
my seatbelt, thank god, and the airbag deployed. Glad it didn’t break
my nose. You hear about that happening sometime, but I guess it’s
better than getting killed. Anyway, once the car stopped I was just
sitting there and praying, and then Reuven comes over and pulls my
door open. He’s got his gun out and is looking all around, asking me if
I’m hit. I didn’t know what he was talking about at first, but then I
realized that he must have thought somebody was shooting at me.
That’s when I really got scared.”

I nodded, sitting next to her on the foot of the bed by the window,
the curtains drawn and all the lights on in the room. I had my hand on
her knee, offering support as she told me her story. Now that I had a
closer look at her, I could see the slight outline of impact where the
airbag had made an indentation in her face. It would be a couple of
days before that faded, but she didn’t appear to have suffered any
major damage. It might be a good idea to have her checked out at a
hospital before the day was out.

“He got me in his car and we took off,” she went on. “He made me
get down on the floor in the back until we got here. He didn’t have to
stop up at the office when we got here so I guess he already had a key.
I thought he was staying at the Holiday Inn same as you?”

“He is,” I told her. “This he arranged just in case it became
necessary to get you to some place safe in a hurry. Probably not the
only one, and when we’re done here he’ll close it down and probably
add another.”

Traci stared at me for a few moments, her expression curious.



Then she nodded and placed her hand on top of mine, squeezing it.
“I didn’t even know that he was behind me,” she said. “I know you

said that either he or Kimiko would always be there but I wouldn’t see
them. I didn’t really doubt you, I just found it hard to believe that
anybody could be so good as to be able to follow me all over the place
and I’d never see them. But there he was when I needed him, and he
moved really fast.”

“That’s the job, love,” I told her. “Reuven is one of the best. I’m
just sorry this happened again. Whoever this is isn’t going to give up
easily. I think that’s clear now. We’re probably gonna have to take this
to a new level, Traci, to make sure you’re safe. You see, I think that
whoever is behind this is trying to do more than frighten you. I think
they want to kill you.”

Her eyes widened with disbelief.
“But why, how?” she demanded. “Why would somebody want to

kill me? Is it because of Marcus’ work? And if they really wanted to kill
me, wouldn’t they have tried to shoot me instead of the tire? Maybe
when I was out of the car or something?”

“If they had wanted to shoot you directly I’m fairly confident that
this shooter could have taken you in the car. Making a shot like that at
the tire and doing it with just one hit was not easy. It would take an
expertly trained marksman, maybe even a trained professional sniper.
More than likely a professional sniper, now that I think about it. They
went for the tire to show how good they were, and I suspect they
hoped you’d have a more significant accident. Even though, given
time, it wouldn’t be all that hard for the cops to rule it a murder once
they examined the tire. And as for it having something to do with
Marcus’ work, I still have no idea. I didn’t tell you this before but I got
a hold of his military record yesterday, and read it all the way through.
He’s been involved in some very serious things over the past two
decades, in particular since 2001. And, no doubt, there are a lot of very
bad people out there who would probably love to hurt him, even going
through you and your son to accomplish this. But somehow, this
doesn’t feel like that kind of operation. And the fact that your husband
doesn’t seem all that worried is another odd factor. He should be. He
should have the Army investigating this and you should be under CID



protection.”
I paused and let what I had said sink in.
The expression on Traci’s face was a sad one to see and right now,

it really made me want to punch Marcus Brenner right in his manly
nose. More than punch actually. Maybe before this was all over I
would have that opportunity. A very nice thought.

“Do you think Marcus could be behind this?” Traci said dejectedly,
looking away from me.

“The thought had occurred to me, love,” I told her gently. “I’m
sorry, but it has to be a consideration. I can’t be sure though. And what
would be his goal? I know you’ve made a lot of money from your
business while he’s been in the Army, a lot more than Marcus has ever
made or ever will make from his career. If you were to die instead of
divorcing him…”

“It would all go to my son,” she said resolutely, turning back to
face me, a single tear streaming from her left eye. She sniffled and
wiped it away with her left fore-knuckle. “And Marcus knows that. So
if he were going to kill me for my money he’d have to kill M.J. too, and
I just can’t believe he’d do that.”

“Maybe not,” I admitted. “But if you were dead he’d be the legal
guardian of the boy for a few years more. And he would be his only
living parent.”

Traci stared at me hard for a few moments, another tear coming
from her eye.

“M.J. wouldn’t have direct access to the trust until he was twenty-
five,” she said. “Marcus would be the administrator, but my lawyer
would still oversee everything. I don’t know, Derrick, it still seems like
a stretch. If Marcus wanted to kill me then why aren’t I dead already?
He could have had it done before he came back from overseas. He’s
been in Special Forces for something like twenty years, I know he’s got
plenty of buddies he could probably call to have it done, and done
right. Why like this?”

I had no answer for that question. It didn’t make sense to me
either.

“And what did you mean about stepping things up to another
level?” she asked suddenly.



“Oh, that,” I said. “Well I was thinking that now might be the time
to make it known that you have bodyguards instead of just shadows.
That might forestall another attack, maybe even back this thing off
altogether. We might not ever learn who was behind it or why, but
you’d be safe. Of course, if we do that then Marcus is going to have to
know. That’s something you’ll have to consider if you agree to this.”

“He’ll want to know how I found you and the others,” Traci said,
an apprehensive look in her eyes. “And if he finds out you’re from
Birmingham it might make him suspicious because he knows how
much time I used to spend up there when we lived in Mobile. I don’t
know if I can deal with that right now, especially if he turns out not to
be involved.”

“We could come up with a plausible story for that, Traci,” I told
her. “At least for the short term. And one of the reasons I’m suggesting
this is because I’m kind of curious to see what his reaction will be. That
might tell us something about whether or not he’s involved. And if he
isn’t, then we can move on to other suspects. Maybe we could get him
to tell us why he thinks it could be related to his work.”

“He won’t talk about his work, Derrick,” Traci said firmly. “He
says that operational secrecy is the only way Special Forces missions
can succeed. I know very little about what my husband does for a
living and I know if you pressed him he’d get really mad.”

“I don’t really care about him getting mad at me, Traci. I’m more
concerned about keeping you safe. And to be honest with you, his
operational security has already been violated because I know what he
does for a living, all of it, past and present. This could be the fastest
way to find out why this is happening to you, Traci, and to put an end
to it. I know right now this seems to all be centered on you, but what if
that changes? What if the next time M.J. is in the car with you? By the
way, where’s JJ?”

“I left him at home this morning,” Traci said, wiping her eyes. “I
was going to go back at lunch and take him out for a while. During the
week I usually leave him at home unless I know I’m gonna be staying
at the ranch really late and M.J. won’t be coming directly home from
school.”

I nodded.



“Anyway, as I was saying, perhaps it is time to go public with your
protection.”

Traci looked at me for a few moments, her eyes full of different
things, but the fear is what was showing through the most, and I
already knew what she was going to say.

“No, Derrick,” she said in a soft voice, reaching over and putting a
hand on my knee. “Please, let’s not do that just yet. Not now. Please,
let’s just continue with the way things are for now. I know that you
know what you’re doing, I know that you are only trying to do what
you think is best for me, but for right now, please just…”

She started to sob and I put my arm around her, letting her head
fall to my shoulder. Well my resolve was gone now. At least as far as
going public with her protection was concerned.

Once again, I considered the possibility that Traci herself might
somehow be behind this. And, once again, I quickly dismissed this
idea. Dismissed but not forgotten. A part of me is always the cold
bastard who doesn’t trust anybody. But in Traci’s case, it was only a
very tiny part.

After a few minutes, Traci looked up into my eyes and I don’t
think I have ever seen her look so vulnerable. For some reason this
made me want her even more.

She must have been reading my mind because she leaned in closer
and pressed her lips to mine.

Prudence would demand that I resist, push her away and stay
focused on the problem at hand.

But for some unfathomable reason prudence wasn’t working well
for me on this trip.

However, at least I did manage to go and make sure the door was
secure first, pulling the desk chair over and bracing it under the door
handle for added measure. Then I went back over to the bed where
Traci sat, kneeling down in front of her, taking her hands in mine.

She smiled now, her eyes still wet, and leaned down to kiss the top
of my baldhead.

I looked up into her eyes for a moment, feeling my reason slip
away even further. I must be getting senile and soft. But did I care?

Apparently not.



Traci leaned down to kiss me again, but I held up a finger. She
paused, frowning. I put that finger to her lips briefly and then used
both of my hands to undo her belt, starting to unzip her jeans.

Now she was smiling again, and it was a smile that I had come to
miss quite a lot over the past several years. And to love quite a lot over
the past few days.



Chapter 33

Reuven called just before one to say that he had gotten Traci’s
vehicle towed to a small shop in Lehi about an hour after he left the
hotel. The tire was completely destroyed and when the mechanic asked
him what had happened to it Reuven had been vague, and since he was
paying cash, the man didn’t ask any further questions. It took an hour
and a half for him to call around and find a replacement tire, and then
another hour for it to arrive. The mechanic had put it on and now the
Yukon was ready to go. The only other damage was some scratches on
the driver’s side fender but it was barely noticeable.

Reuven gave the address of the shop and I told him that Traci and
I would be over in about an hour. At two o’clock, we pulled into the
shop and there was Reuven waiting off to the side in his vehicle, the
Yukon parked next to it. I pulled into the only other space available on
that side and got out first, going over to inspect Traci’s vehicle. Reuven
got out of his SUV and joined me. The temperature had warmed up a
little this afternoon and he had his jacket unzipped. I did too, and I’d
left my cap in the car.

“How much was this?”
Reuven shrugged.
“I’ll put it on my expense report later,” he told me. “The other

tire’s in the back. Didn’t have much of a chance to check it out but I
don’t think the bullet’s still in there. You see the damage and you’ll
know what I’m talking about. Large caliber. Probably a .308 or
something close. Like I said before, whoever did it was a pro. If they
had taken a shot at her through the glass she’d be dead right now.”

I nodded, glancing back at Traci inside my vehicle.
“Yeah,” I said. “I know. Look, she’s gotta go back to her house and

check on her dog. She called the ranch and told them she wasn’t
coming in today so she’ll probably stay at the house. I’m gonna



recommend that. Why don’t you head over there now and make sure
there are no nasty surprises waiting. I’ll follow her over.”

Reuven nodded, glancing around.
“Alright. But are we going public now? Show of force?”
“I already talked that over with her,” I told him directly. “She

doesn’t want to go that route yet.”
“Yeah but, Derrick, it’s obvious somebody is trying to hurt her,

maybe even kill her. Showing them that she’s got protection might
make them think twice. Protective surveillance can only do so much.
And you know as well as I do it’s not intended to be used in cases of a
confirmed threat. And I’d say today definitely confirmed it.”

I nodded, staring into his hazel eyes for a few moments. Then I
sighed.

“She doesn’t want it that way yet, Reuven, and I know I probably
should insist, but right now I don’t think I will.”

He paused and stared at me hard, his expression probably the
most serious I had ever seen. It was just a little bit unnerving.

“Derrick, I don’t mean to step out of line here,” he said in a quiet,
pointed tone. “But are you sure you’re being objective here?”

Before I realized it, I was grinning and laughing. Then I shook my
head.

“I’ve been asking myself that question since I got here,” I told him.
“And I don’t have a definitive answer yet. But even if I’m not, this is
still the way I want to play it. At least for now. But I’ll tell you this now
and pass it on to Kimi later, if it even looks like somebody is coming
after her, regardless of who they are, take them without hesitation.
We’ll deal with any fallout later. Clear?”

He stared at me for a few seconds more and then nodded slowly.
“Got it. Well I guess I should be getting over to the house. Give me

about a ten-minute head start. I’ll call you when I’ve done a recon.”
I nodded.
“Thanks, Reuven.”
“Sure thing,” he said, now smiling ironically. “And to think that I

could be back in Florida right now and suffering through temperatures
in the seventies and low eighties with sunshine for miles around.”

I grinned and watched him get into his SUV and start the engine.



After he pulled out I went over to the passenger’s door of my vehicle
and Traci climbed out. The keys to her car were already in the ignition.
She started the engine and I told her we were going to wait about ten
minutes before departing. She nodded, turning the heat up to
medium. She had been quiet since we left the hotel in Pleasant Grove.
Actually, we had both been quiet, even while in bed. At least we hadn’t
talked much.

I think for both of us the sex had been more about seeking comfort
and relief from stress than about actual emotions, especially in my
case. Once the release was accomplished, everything that needed to be
expressed had been. I also suspected Traci was thinking a lot about the
things we had talked about earlier, the possibility that it was her
husband who was behind everything. I knew she didn’t want to accept
this possibility, but she couldn’t totally dismiss it either. She might not
have loved him anymore, probably hadn’t loved him for a very long
time now, but believing that he was capable of wanting her dead was
still hard to accept. Nevertheless, she knew that it was at least a
possibility, if only a small one.

For my part, I was thinking about the possibility that Traci could
be the one doing all of this to herself for some as yet unknown reason.
I really didn’t want to believe that either, and tended not to buy it, but
I kept thinking about it nonetheless.

Of course, I was also thinking about First Sergeant Marcus
Brenner. I didn’t know him all that well, had never actually met him,
but I didn’t have a hard time believing he could be behind this. I didn’t
know exactly how much money Traci had—and I should probably find
out—but in the past, people had been known to kill for practically
insignificant sums. I suspected that Traci was probably pretty well off,
given the business she ran. Knowing also that she had owned a couple
of other very successful ranches prior to coming to Utah. But would it
be enough for her husband to want to get rid of her? And why now?

I was going to have to look into First Sergeant Brenner more
closely. Tomorrow I’d follow him to work again and then come up with
some way of getting onto the base; maybe get a look at him in action. I
had no clue how I was going to accomplish that at this moment, but
knew I’d come up with something. I always did.



As I turned to get back in my Trailblazer, an idea suddenly struck
me and I smiled.

Of course, I thought, starting my engine and checking my watch.
Then I thought of all the reasons why my idea wouldn’t work. Oh well,
I’d just have to think up something else.

A couple more minutes to go. The thought of JJ running around
Traci’s house alone crossed my mind then. He was probably
wondering where the hell his mistress was and why she was late.

Hang on, little guy, I thought. We’ll get her home safe. And then
we’re going to get the fucker who’s trying to kill her.

Promise!



Chapter 34

I was cleaning my Glock-30 Tuesday night at five after ten when
Kimi called to report that the night was cold but all was well at Traci’s
place. Traci and her son had been home for hours and Marcus had
only arrived about thirty minutes ago. There were only a couple of
lights on in the house now, one on the first level and one on the
second. I thanked her for the report and told her to keep warm. Kimi
snorted, then giggled, said she’d be okay, and hung up.

I finished cleaning my Glock and reassembled it, setting it on the
nightstand beside the bed. I got up and did some stretches, feeling just
the dullest of aches in my right side. My back would probably heal a lot
quicker if I stopped having vigorous quickies with Traci. On the other
hand, what’s a little back pain between friends?

I went into the bathroom and relieved myself, washed my hands
and face, then came back into the bedroom and sat down at my laptop
on the desk.

There were four new emails in my inbox when I checked it. None
really of consequence. There were only two that I read. The first was
from Karyn Lochert. She just wanted to thank me again for her
birthday present last week and to tell me that she was going to be
going to London for a few weeks in the middle of the month. How nice
for her.

The second message was from Rod Riker in Lake Charles. He was
just checking in. We hadn’t spoken in a while and he just wanted to
know how I was doing. He said he had been busy with PI work around
Louisiana for the past few weeks and thought that he’d probably be
tied up for the rest of the month. However, in December he had plans
to come to Birmingham to see Sandi Michaels and thought that we
could get together then as well. I sent him a message back saying that I
looked forward to it. With luck, I’d be wrapped up out here by then.



Before shutting down the computer for the night, I opened the file
Shelbee Roberts had sent me on Marcus Brenner. I wasn’t going to
read the whole thing again, just a few parts that I had highlighted,
things that stuck out as a bit odd.

By eleven-thirty, I was yawning and decided to call it a night. It
had been an early morning and would be again. Perhaps I’d be able to
stop by that diner and have another one of Billy’s delightful steak and
egg sandwiches.

I stood up from the chair and walked over to the bed, pulling the
covers back. I was wearing black sweatpants and an old blue Air Force
T-shirt. Since I like to sleep naked I took them off and dropped them
on the floor beside the bed where I could find them in a hurry if I
needed to.

Before turning off the bedside lamp, I checked my Glock on the
nightstand one more time. Set and ready.

In the darkness, my head resting comfortably on a fluffy pillow,
visions of Traci Brenner started to fill my mind. A short time later, my
penis was rigid.

I moaned and turned on my side, trying to think about anything
other than Traci. Unfortunately, this only led to me thinking about
Karyn Lochert. And then Paige Palmer, KeeAnn LaForge, Rhonie
McDavid, and so on until at last I was asleep. Or at least I think that I
was asleep because I didn’t remember anything else until my alarm
went off at four.

Shutting the clock off in the dark and rolling onto my back, I
realized that my erection was still with me, and now it was quite
painful. I don’t remember if I dreamed or not, but something told me
that I did, and the stars of it were the same women I had been thinking
about before drifting off.

Too bad I didn’t remember any of it, but right now, I had to piss
like a racehorse. Turning on the bedside lamp and shoving the covers
off, I had a sudden flash of Traci Brenner in my mind. The racehorse
reference had triggered it. And not just because she bred horses either.
There was this position she had come up with that I was rather fond
of… and had used yesterday while we were in Noah’s Ark…

Damn it hurts to piss when you’ve got a hard-on the size of the



fucking Eiffel Tower!



Chapter 35

This morning Marcus Brenner left his house shortly after five,
telling his wife that he had an early senior NCO meeting. When she
called me I was just arriving at the diner on Camp Williams Road. We
didn’t stay on the phone long and I quickly went inside and ordered
breakfast, this time remembering to get a juice to go.

Billy managed to get my breakfast done just before the rush, and I
paid the counterwoman and went back out to my vehicle right about
five-twenty. I was only halfway through the sandwich when I saw
Marcus Brenner’s tan Explorer round the bend to the north of my
location.

I took another quick bite as I switched on the engine. Thirty
seconds later I was back on the road. Since it was a little earlier this
morning there wasn’t as much traffic as there had been on Tuesday
morning. I had to lay back further so as not to get spotted. That was
okay because there weren’t too many places for him to turn off, and if
he had an early meeting at the base I was pretty sure he wouldn’t make
any stops.

It started to snow when we got to I-73 and within a few miles the
flakes were coming down heavier. Traffic hadn’t picked up much
though and at least this offered a bit more cover, but it also made my
tail job a lot harder.

I decided to risk closing on my target a bit so he wouldn’t get too
far ahead of me, just in case he did turn somewhere. If he made my
vehicle I could always trade it in for another one later. But he didn’t
make any turns and followed the same path up to Tooele Army Depot
as he had yesterday.

I put some distance between us as he approached the final mile to
the base. Once he made the turn off I’d continue as I had yesterday
and turn around somewhere close to Stockton. I had checked the map



program on my computer and discovered that if I kept going north on
36 through the Stockton area I’d eventually connect up with I-80 and
could take that back to I-15, looping all the way through Salt Lake and
eventually ending up back in Draper. The distance was about the same
as turning around and going back the way I had come, so I could go
either way, but maybe looking at some different scenery might help me
to think up some way of getting onto the base to spy on Marcus
Brenner at work.

I had been preoccupied with my thoughts and almost missed the
fact that this morning he did not make the left turn onto Post Road as
he had the day before. I took my foot off the gas and coasted, checking
my rearview mirror and seeing another SUV behind me. Brenner kept
going past the turn and so did I. The vehicle behind me made the turn.

There was a hill before us and I let Brenner crest it first, taking my
time, knowing that there were no turn-offs for about a mile past this
point. Suddenly there was a tug in my gut. Why hadn’t he turned into
the post? The answer could simply be that he was going to take
another route in today. When I had driven by the base yesterday I had
seen another turn-off marked about a mile and half down on the left.
Perhaps the first sergeant was going in that way today. After all, this
was only the second day that I had been following him; perhaps he
didn’t use the same entrance every day.

I crested the hill and saw the tan Explorer speed down the other
side. I put on a little speed myself, still getting cover from the falling
snow. My odometer soon revealed that we were getting close to the
spot for the second turn; however Brenner did not appear to be
slowing down. Curious.

He passed by the second turn and continued to accelerate,
oblivious to the hazard falling from the sky.

Well I wasn’t oblivious, but I had to keep up. Now my subject was
definitely off-script and I was interested in finding out why. Perhaps
this could yield some clue as to why someone was taking shots at his
wife. In the back of my mind I was also conscious of the possibility
that Brenner might have spotted me tailing him and was trying to
confirm it by continuing on past his destination to see how far I would
follow. If that were the case then things might become complicated



very soon.
And if this happened then I was fully prepared to deal with the

situation. Quite prepared actually. Almost gleeful in anticipation.
My gloved hands tightened on the steering wheel as that feeling in

my gut grew larger. Pressing against my hip was the reassuring
comfort of the G-30, and in the top right pocket of my jacket was the
little P-32. It was not my intention to get into a gun battle with Marcus
Brenner—although a part of me surely would like that—but if it came
down to him or me, then it was going to be him on the ground leaking
blood. That might be the best thing for Traci and her son anyhow, even
if he wasn’t behind this.

The Explorer picked up speed again and I had to do the same. Up
ahead a car was waiting to pull from a side street and I slowed to allow
him to do so. It would put a different vehicle behind Brenner if he was
looking for surveillance and maybe this would reassure him that he
wasn’t being followed.

The only problem was that the jackass in front of me was going so
slow that I would soon lose my target in this weather. Luckily a stop
sign appeared up ahead and we all had to stop. In a few minutes we
were all in motion once more and for some reason Brenner seemed to
be slowing down. Then I noticed that we were now entering a
residential neighborhood and the speed limit was reduced. A red light
came up at East 250 South and we stopped again. It only held for
thirty seconds though and we were off again. Traffic was heavier in
this area and progress was slower. The car between us made a left and
that left me two lengths behind Brenner, and now the snow was
starting to ease up to a few flakes here and there.

I saw the right turn signal flash on the Explorer’s taillight and then
the brake lights. He was turning on East Silver Avenue. I let him turn
and kept going up to the next street, East 75 North. Jesus whoever
thought up the layout of this fucking state had to be on drugs. Or

maybe he had too many wives
[10]

 driving him crazy. Or maybe his
wives came up with the design. Whoever was to blame deserved to
have their asses kicked. Dead or not.

Now came the tricky part. I didn’t know where exactly Brenner



had gone after the turn. He could have made another immediate turn
after that one and could be heading in any direction. If he was
preparing an ambush he had chosen a lousy spot for it. The rule was to
isolate a hostile and neutralize them quickly. Attempting that in a
residential neighborhood was to be avoided at all costs. Brenner was a
pro and he knew this, so I had to believe he wouldn’t try to ambush me
here like this. Maybe he was just trying to expose my surveillance. If
that was the case he’d be sitting somewhere waiting for me to come up
on him and it would be too late for me turn and avoid detection.

All of these thoughts were going through my mind as I carefully
eased up the street that I was on, looking to my right at the corner of
each small intersection before I was fully exposed, trying to see if I
could spot Brenner’s SUV.

First came North 50th and then Johnson Street. Now that was a
nice normal name for a street. The designer must have been sober that
day. At the corner of Johnson Street on the left side of the road was a
park. Cordova Park. Not very large. Maybe three hundred yards long
and a hundred twenty or so wide. Benches and trees lining a concrete
walkway, a few tables scattered here and there. Probably a pretty nice
place for a family picnic in warmer times. Definitely not today.

I didn’t see the Explorer down this street either and my gut was
starting to tighten up even further. Suddenly I felt hot and reached
over to turn the blower off on the heater. I also pulled the glove off my
right hand and dropped it on the passenger’s seat along with the rest
of my breakfast.

Barely doing five miles per hour now and glancing all around me
to make sure I was not about to receive an unpleasant surprise, I
noticed that up ahead the road in front of me curved to the right once I
passed the next intersection. Perhaps I could loop around and maybe
see where Brenner had gone. I knew that if I didn’t spot him soon then
more than likely I would not find him. That would mean he’d either
spotted me and decided to show me how good he was at
countersurveillance, or perhaps there was some other reason for his
detour this morning. I didn’t know which I was hoping for. Actually
yes I did. My ego would prefer to believe that he had not detected me.



And it sure as hell would prefer to believe that he hadn’t been able to
ditch me so easily.

I was about to go past North 150 East and take the curve back
around when I spotted the Explorer out of the corner of my right eye.
It was parked out in front of a small brick building about halfway
down the street. My gut turned to ice and my mouth was suddenly dry.
I continued beyond the street as casually as I could, and once I was
clear I raced down the unnamed back road and came out on Silver
Avenue.

I hadn’t been able to tell if Brenner was behind the wheel of the
Explorer or not. However, if he had been, right now he was probably
driving away at a high rate of speed, having confirmed that someone
had been following him, and having a pretty good description of my
vehicle. Still, I had to know, so I drove around to North 150 East once
more, this time on the south side of the street, stopping at the corner
and carefully easing into the intersection. There was a car coming
down the street toward me and a stop sign on his side. I waved him
ahead. The driver raised a hand in question and I waved again. He
lowered his hand and made the turn.

Dolt!
I looked back down the street and saw the Explorer still parked

where it had been before. It looked like Brenner’s vehicle. Probably
was his vehicle. How many tan Explorers could there be in Stockton at
this time of morning? Perhaps a lot, perhaps not so many. Either way I
had to find out.

I made a decision, took the right, and very slowly eased down the
street behind the SUV in question. There were several others parked
on both sides of the street, all of them covered in a light dusting of
snow. The Explorer was the only one that was not. This was because it
had just parked here a few minutes earlier and was still warm.

When I came abreast of the vehicle I realized that no one was
inside. The knot in my gut suddenly eased a little. I don’t think I had
been spotted. I think Marcus Brenner was not going to the base for a
meeting this morning. He was coming here for a meeting. Now that
was interesting. Perhaps even a clue.

The brick building was an apartment house, small, probably no



more than four units. I wondered who he could be meeting here.
Perhaps the person he had hired to knock off his wife. Maybe.

Time to do some recon, but I’d have to be careful. Once again I
remembered that out here a black face really stood out. If someone
saw me they would remember. I was going to have to be creative here.

I kept on going past the Explorer and the apartment house. It
would depend on how long Brenner was inside wherever he was at the
moment, but if I could find a place to park fairly quickly and make an
approach to the building while it was still dark enough, I might have a
chance. Of course once I was inside, if I got in, I still had to find out
where specifically Brenner had gone.

I suppose I could always yell fire and wait to see which unit he
came out of. But that might be too radical a move to make before I was
sure what he was up to and who he was meeting.

As I said, I had to be creative. And a lot more creative than that.
It’s a good thing that I’m not only overburdened with an

abundance of good looks, but also with a virtually limitless supply of
imagination.

Not to mention immense modesty.



Chapter 36

Retrograde motion, moving backwards, that’s what this all felt like
to me. As if somehow I was moving back in time, doing things that I
hadn’t done in a long while, things that were still very familiar to me,
almost like a second skin.

Covert infiltration was still second nature to me. I didn’t know
how I achieved it, I simply did it, and the effort used was minimal. I
guess some things just come naturally to some people. For me it’s the
covert arts. Some days I wished I had other talents, like playing the
piano or perhaps brain surgery, but on this cold November day in
Stockton, Utah I was glad to possess the skills that I did.

The brick building at 49 North 150 East was, in fact, an apartment
house; four units on the inside. I made my way back from the park
down the street where I had left my Trailblazer and was able to move
with ease toward the location without detection. It was still early and
dark and most people were probably still in their houses waking up
and getting ready for work or school. As I neared the back side of the
building a car did pull out of a driveway behind me, but it turned the
opposite way and kept going without pause.

I slipped into the small parking lot on the side of the building and
found seven vehicles parked there, all but two were SUVs. Moving
cautiously I checked each license plate, committing them to memory.
As I turned and walked by the front of the vehicles I noticed that one
them, a blue Chevy Tahoe Hybrid, had a sticker on the driver’s side of
the windshield in the corner. It was a base pass for Tooele Army
Depot. Well maybe Brenner was meeting with someone from the base,
but why come out here instead of meeting them at Tooele? And why
tell his wife that he was going to the base?

Of course he could have simply told Traci that he had an early
meeting and she just assumed he was heading to the base. I’d have to



run the tag when I had a chance and find out who owned the truck.
Maybe they were a resident here. Or perhaps just visiting as well.

The entry door along the side of the building was unlocked, bad
for security, but good for me. I stepped into a dimly lit corridor and
found myself facing a set of wooden stairs that led up to the second
level. Down the corridor on the left I could see a set of four mailboxes,
and beyond them a door on either side of the hall. I guess there were
two apartments down here and two upstairs.

I went down the hall and looked at the mailboxes. They were all
numbered but none had names on them. That would have been too
easy. I stood thinking for a few moments. There really wasn’t a way
that I could find out what apartment Brenner had gone into without
giving myself away. And if I hung around in this hallway for too long
somebody would get suspicious and call the cops. Still, I’d like to know
who he was meeting with and why. If he was behind what was
happening to Traci then he could be meeting with the person he had
hired or was conspiring with. Or this could be a completely innocent
occurrence. Somehow I doubted that though. This didn’t seem right.
There was something going on with Marcus Brenner, I knew it; and
not just because I didn’t like the prick.

His reaction to what was happening to Traci was wrong. And now
he was having secret meetings in the early morning hours when his
wife thought he was going to the base. No, something was definitely
going on. I had to find out what.

I decided to leave the building and go back to my vehicle. I’d find a
spot to park a little closer so that I could keep an eye on Brenner’s
vehicle and see when he left. I’d also be interested in seeing who was
driving that Tahoe with the post sticker on it.

When I got back into my vehicle I was shivering. Dawn had started
to break but it was still very cold. It took several minutes with the
heater on high before my teeth stopped chattering. I turned the heat
down, took off my gloves, and unzipped my jacket.

I thought a minute and then slipped the selector into DRIVE. The
faint stirrings of a plan had formed in my mind. It might work.

And it might not.
No way to know without trying.



Chapter 37

Marcus Brenner did not leave the apartment house in Stockton
until eight-thirty. By that time it was much lighter outside but still no
sun; and the snow had started again. I pulled up to the corner of North
50 East on the Silver Avenue side just as he was pulling away from the
curb. Over the course of the last hour and a half I had been going back
and forth on whether I should follow him when he left or wait around
and see who came out and got in the Tahoe. Now as I watched Brenner
pull away I was still torn, but I made my decision anyway.

I let him go.
He was probably headed to the base anyway. Maybe. For the

moment I thought it might be more enlightening to find out who he
was meeting with. Of course it was possible that the owner of the
Tahoe was not the person he had gone to see inside one of the
apartments. Could be just a coincidence. But if I thought that way then
I didn’t have any other lines to pursue. So it was best to assume that
the two things were connected until I discovered they weren’t.

One thing was for sure, Brenner would have to have a very good
excuse for being late to work. I didn’t know of a military base
anywhere in the world that didn’t start operations by 0530. Senior
staff did have some flexibility, but never this much. Usually even
generals were in their offices by eight. At this rate Brenner wouldn’t
get to the base until after nine. I wondered what he’d tell his C.O.

I was circling the block again at nine o’clock, and found myself
once again at the corner of Silver Avenue and North 50 East when I
saw the Chevy Tahoe pull out of the side parking lot of the apartment
house and turn to the left, coming right at me. I took a deep breath,
released it slowly, and then made the turn, slowly driving toward the
other vehicle.

Even now it was still too dark to get a clear view of the driver in



the other vehicle, and the snowfall didn’t help either, but I could just
make out the image of a slender woman in a desert camouflage top
and a beret. I couldn’t quite tell the color of the beret but it was dark.
Either black or green. And maybe her hair was dark as well. I couldn’t
make out much more than that before we passed each other and she
didn’t glance over at me at all.

Well that settled it for me; Marcus Brenner had been meeting with
someone from the Army. Only not a guy. And she was going to be even
later getting to the base, assuming she was going there at all. I suppose
I should follow her to verify this. But I’d have to be careful because she
had already seen my vehicle once this morning. I didn’t know what
training the female soldier possessed, but I had to assume she knew
something about surveillance detection, possibly even how to
neutralize it. Plus she might be looking for a tail.

Once I found out where she was headed I’d go back to my hotel
and get on the computer, then I’d run her tag along with the others I
had memorized. I felt fairly certain that the woman in the Tahoe was
the person that Brenner had been meeting with, but there was still a
possibility that she was not. Maybe learning who the owners of the
other cars were would turn into a lead if the Tahoe’s owner didn’t pan
out.

As I made quick turns trying to get into position to follow the
Tahoe before it got out of range, a thought suddenly occurred to me.
What if Marcus Brenner was not involved in anything nefarious
regarding his wife? What if he was simply having an affair with a
fellow soldier?

That was certainly possible. However, this might also give him a
motive to want to knock Traci off. Maybe he planned on marrying the
slender brunette after Traci was dead and then they’d have her money
as long as Marcus had access to M.J.’s trust-fund. Could be I suppose,
but somehow this just didn’t fit. There were cleaner ways to
accomplish the murder of your wife if you had the skills of Marcus
Brenner.

Still very much a mystery.
I was behind the Tahoe again and now we were heading south on

36 in the general direction of Tooele. There were a couple of cars



between us and the snow was heavier at this time, offering plenty of
cover. But as before, it also offered my target cover as well.

I was hunched over the wheel, my fingers tight on it, my eyes
squinted up as I tried very hard to keep the Tahoe in sight.

Now I remembered one of the many reasons why I hated
surveillance work so much.



Chapter 38

I didn’t make it back to Draper until nearly eleven. My stomach
was growling and my bladder was full. The first thing I did when I got
to my room was take care of my bladder situation. Once joyous relief
was established I went into the bedroom and set my laptop up on the
desk and turned it on. While waiting for the machine to boot up I
thought about the fast food places just down the road and considered
making a quick trip down to one of them before getting started on the
computer, but then I thought better of it. Lunchtime was less than fifty
minutes away. I’d head down then. It shouldn’t take long to run the
tags.

I am by no means a computer genius, but I do know my way
around a keyboard, thanks to a few friends of mine who are geniuses,
most notably Rod Riker. Over the years I have amassed a few skills
that help me get by when needed. And thanks to the internet life has
been made relatively convenient for those of us who have to violate the
privacy of our fellow citizens from time to time. But I promise, I only
use this power for good.

Even in this day and age some things still do remain private, and
in order to gain access to them you might need a court order, or access
to somebody who’s a master hacker and knows how to break into any
system, especially those that are considered ultra secure. However,
there is still an astonishing amount of information that’s considered
public even though it involves private citizens, and it’s actually
available to anyone who knows how to click keys on a keyboard or a
mouse.

License plate records are among the easiest to access for some
reason or other, so I started there. The first tag I ran was the one
belonging to the Chevy Tahoe that had been driven all the way from
the apartment house in Stockton to Tooele Army Depot thirty minutes



later. The driver a female in military dress.
It took just under a minute for the computer to spit out a reply to

my query, and when the name and home address of the owner of the
vehicle popped up on my screen I actually experienced a small hint of
disbelief, but it passed quickly.

Now this was an interesting development. And I suppose that I
now knew what Brenner would tell his commanding officer about
being late for work this morning. Nothing.

The owner of the Tahoe was Sheryl Dominique Lindstrom, age 48,
resident of base housing at Tooele Army Depot in Tooele, Utah. Also
known as Colonel Lindstrom, Commanding Officer of the 3rd Joint
Security Brigade.

Oh boy, now all sorts of interesting thoughts were running
through my mind, not a one of them good. I suppose that if I wanted to
give them the benefit of the doubt I could consider the possibility that
Brenner and his colonel were meeting in an off-base apartment to
discuss something work-related. Perhaps a sensitive matter that
needed a certain privacy and secrecy. But that early in the morning,
and for more than two hours, it seemed unlikely to me. Plus he’d told
Traci that he had a senior NCO meeting at the base this morning.

And then there was also that glowing and almost gushing letter of
citation that Colonel Lindstrom had written for Brenner’s second
Silver Star award. In light of current developments it made even more
sense to me now. And I’ll be damned. No wonder Marcus Brenner
liked spending so much time on deployments overseas.

He was fucking his commanding officer.
I wonder what the Army would think about that.
Actually I already knew what the Army would think about it. It

was a violation of the Uniformed Code of Military Justice for officers
and enlisted personnel to become romantically involved. It was also a
violation of the UCMJ to commit adultery. I didn’t know if Lindstrom
was married, but Marcus Brenner sure was. And there was also that
thing about getting involved with people in your direct chain-of-
command. Certainly the lesser of offenses here, but an offense no less.

I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with this information. Having



an affair, even breaking the UCMJ, didn’t matter all that much to me. I
wasn’t in the military anymore. And to be honest, I had never given a
shit about what people did in their private lives even when I was a
military investigator.

And let’s be honest here, Traci Brenner hasn’t exactly been the
picture of faithfulness over the past decade of her marriage. I knew
that first-hand. But nobody was trying to kill Marcus Brenner as far as
I knew—when he wasn’t in a combat zone anyhow.

Maybe Marcus and the colonel were in love? Maybe he wanted to
get rid of Traci so he could be with her.

And maybe it was just an affair and had nothing to do with Traci.
But maybe it did.
Now more than ever I had to get onto that base and see what was

going on. I also had to find out who leased the apartments in that
building in Stockton. Brenner lived in Draper with Traci, Colonel
Lindstrom—according to her tag registration—lived in base housing on
Tooele Depot. So why were they meeting in Stockton? The answer was
obvious, of course, but I’d still like to know for sure. More digging to
be done.

I checked my watch. Almost lunch time. My stomach was growling
even more now. I’d knock off for a while and go get something to eat,
not focus on anything. Usually that’s the time when something
brilliant occurred to me.

Of course, brilliant is a very relative term.
Unlike my hunger.
Damn I’m starving.



Chapter 39

The Arctic Circle restaurant is a fast food place about half a mile
south of the Holiday Inn-Express, down on 12300 South on the same
lot with a grocery store and several other businesses and restaurants.
It specializes in seafood and when I had first eaten here a few years
ago I had been impressed by the cuisine. It wasn’t your typical quick
eating fare, not too greasy, and not overdone. The prices were a bit
more expensive, but that didn’t bother me because of the quality of the
food. They did a nice halibut here and that’s what I had today. Halibut
and fries and a tall cup of lemonade.

I thought about getting something to go and heading back to my
room, but decided not to. Even though the lunch hour was starting and
places were beginning to fill up, today I thought I’d be a little sociable.
So I got a table in the back when my food was ready and sat watching
everyone around me as I ate.

I had gotten two small server cups of honey mustard sauce and
one of cocktail sauce and alternatively dipped my fish and fries into
each one before taking a bite. Delicious. The lemonade wasn’t bad
either. I’m not a hard guy to please at all.

By half past noon the place was nearly full, mostly with people
who looked like they had been at work just a short while ago and
wanted to get something in a hurry before their lunch hour was over. I
didn’t see too many children though—thankfully—and I suppose that
was because they were in school or preschool at this time of day. Good.
Nothing can be more annoying than children in a restaurant. Oh, I
don’t blame the little buggers themselves, they don’t know any better.
It’s their parents I hold responsible for not teaching them better. They
chose to have them so they should be held accountable for all of their
behavior. That’s one of the reasons I support people’s right to choose
whether or not to be parents, because if they accept the responsibility



then they are committed to it for life. A very big responsibility that
should not be taken lightly; nor given to idiots!

This explains why I don’t have any children of my own. I’ve got
enough responsibilities to worry about in life. Raising a kid was one I
did not need or want. And then there would be the child’s mother… an
entirely separate pain in the butt.

And just why in the hell was I thinking about all of this right now?
As far as I was concerned this issue had been settled when I was
eighteen and I had announced to my parents that I would never get
married and never have kids. My father had simply grunted once and
gone back to reading the newspaper. My mother told me I didn’t know
what I was talking about and that I would find the right woman some
day.

As the years went by and I didn’t change my mind, my mother
began to worry that perhaps I might be of the gay persuasion. It still
made me laugh thinking about all the times my mother used to call
and tell me she had someone she wanted me to meet, usually the
daughter of a friend of hers. I always declined, and this only sought to
deepen her suspicions about my sexuality.

That used to make me laugh too. If she only knew the truth. Her
baby boy was quite the stud-duck. Actually he wasn’t, but he did
alright.

And still does.
Eventually, before she died, I think my mother finally came to

grips with my choice. She no longer believed I that was a gay—or so
she said—and she hoped that one day I would change my mind about
marriage and kids, but I think she accepted that I’d be happy even if I
didn’t. It really didn’t matter if she accepted it or not, as far as I was
concerned my life had turned out just fine. And my sisters had each
had kids, thus giving my parents plenty of grandchildren. None of
whom I had seen in years.

I finished the last of my halibut as I watched a redhead in blue
jeans and a green down jacket at the counter placing an order. She was
probably thirty-five, very fair skin, slender frame, very good body.
Probably worked out a lot. Maybe a Stairmaster involved somewhere.
She had really good glutes. I liked looking at her glutes.



She turned suddenly and looked right at me.
I was sipping my lemonade at that moment and when her eyes

met mine I continued doing what I was doing, swallowing easily. The
redhead smiled at me and nodded, then turned back toward the
counter.

Could she be the right woman that my mother had been talking
about all those years ago? I don’t think mom would believe so. The
redhead was white after all. Mom was not the most tolerant person
when it came to miscegenation. That probably explained why she
never met any of the women I dated in college.

The redhead took her food to go and after stopping to get napkins
and condiments from the little island in the middle of the restaurant,
she turned and headed for the door, glancing once more in my
direction and smiling.

I nodded at her, and then watched as she walked out the door and
out of my life for good.

Yep, I really liked looking at her glutes.



Chapter 40

It was two hours later on the east coast. When I got back to my
room it was a quarter after one in Utah, which meant it was a quarter
after three in Washington, D.C. Of course I really didn’t know that the
person I needed to call now was in Washington. She could be
anywhere in the world, and more than likely was, but it didn’t matter.
She was always reachable, if she chose to be.

Full of halibut and fries and lemonade, I sat down at the desk in
the corner of my room and opened the lid on my laptop, bringing it out
of sleep mode and typing in my password. Then I took the encrypted
cell out of my jacket pocket as it hung on the chair behind me. I
opened it and pressed the recall button.

The line rang six times and I was beginning to think there would
be no answer. There was no voicemail on this line. But then the
ringing stopped and the deep, clear voice of Shelbee Roberts could be
heard through the receiver, slight undertones of a Tennessee accent
now barely detectable.

“How are you today, Derrick,” she said with a hint of mocking that
a lesser man might have taken for derision, but not me. “It’s been so
long since we last spoke.”

“Are we a bit testy today, Agent Roberts?” I inquired, glancing out
the window to my left. “What’s the matter, the new administration
thinking about taking away your license to kill?”

Shelbee Roberts chuckled.
“Hardly,” she said. “They may talk about peace and a new

beginning with the rest of the world, but they know they still need
people like me to do the hard things that need to be done. No need to
worry about me. I’ll survive. And so will my boss.”

“I have no doubt about either of you,” I told her honestly. “And I
want to thank you for getting me the files on Marcus Brenner so



quickly. They were, of course, very thorough and very helpful. I must
admit that I was a little surprised you included some of the stuff in
there. Particularly some of the operational details of what the three
bases are actually responsible for doing."

“I thought you could be trusted,” she said with that same mocking
tone. “Whether you like to believe it or not, Derrick, you’re still a
member of the team, still one of us.”

“Bite your tongue, dear heart,” I replied, glancing at my computer
screen. “You know I like to consider myself a free-lance, a soldier-of-
fortune tied to no one and no thing, my allegiance is my own, but
available to the highest bidder for the right price.”

Shelbee Roberts chuckled with more false mockery this time.
“No you don’t,” she said matter-of-factly. “At least not that last

part. I don’t think there is any amount of money in the world that
could buy you, and I know no one could scare you off of something
once you got your teeth into it. You’ll recall that I have first-hand
knowledge on that score. But anyway, what do you need now?”

I clicked my tongue several times.
“Why, Shelbee, what ever do you mean? Can’t a friend just call a

friend to thank her for what she has already done?”
“Sure,” she said. “But that’s not why you called. And if you could

make it quick, I’ve got a video conference scheduled with an overseas
asset in thirty minutes and I still need to go over some things.”

I sighed.
“Well alright, now that you mention it, there are a couple of favors

that I do need. The first will be reasonably easy for you, considering
your resources and all. The second, maybe not so much, but it is
something that I really need to have done.”

“Tell me,” she said.
“First thing I need to know is who the legal occupants of a certain

apartment house in Stockton, Utah are. There are only four
apartments so it shouldn’t be too much trouble.”

“So says you,” Shelbee Roberts said. “But you’re probably right.
Give me the address of the building.”

I did.
“Okay,” she said. “I’ve got a couple of fresh young agents in this



week, both trying to kiss my ass to earn my favor. I’ll hand this off to
them and see what they come up with. Any name I should be looking
for?”

“I don’t want to say yet,” I replied. “I’m not sure if I actually know
who is really living there, and that’s why I want you to find out the
names on the leases.”

“Okay,” she said. “Next thing?”
“I need you to get me access to Tooele Army Depot.”
“Oh, is that all? And while I’m at it why don’t I just get you an all-

access pass to Area 51 too.”
“I’ve already been there,” I told her. “Not nearly as much fun as

Disneyland.”
There was a brief snicker down the line, followed by a long pause.
“I might be able to arrange something,” she said finally. “But the

access would be limited. No admittance to highly classified areas, and
limited interaction with personnel.”

“Could you get me in to see the brigade commander?” I asked.
“Colonel Lindstrom.”

“Depending on the cover we come up with for you,” Shelbee
Roberts told me. “Lindstrom is this Brenner guy’s C.O., right? The one
he served with in Afghanistan on his last tour?”

“I see you read the file too,” I told her. “And yes, she is.”
“Interesting,” Shelbee Roberts said. “Okay, how about I get you in

as a writer doing a story on the Army? Deep background piece.
Because of the mission at Tooele I doubt they’ll be willing to agree to
anything that bears directly on what they’re doing, but something can
be arranged. I can make it look like you’ve got clout with somebody at
the Pentagon. I know a few senior officers over there who owe me a
favor or two, they’d be able to make sure you were reasonably well
backstopped. It probably wouldn’t stand up to intense scrutiny, but it
should be enough to get you in. One time at least. How soon?”

“Soon as you can, love,” I said.
She paused again, this time for almost a minute before sighing

and continuing.
“Alright. It’s nearly four here now. Nothing I can really do today.

I’ll get started tomorrow morning and maybe on Friday I can get you



on the base. Best I can do.”
“Perfect, Shelbee,” I said. “And thank you. Now I owe you another

one.”
“Actually you owe me two now,” she pointed out. “Remember the

apartment building?”
“But of course I do,” I said. “Just testing you.”
“I’m sure,” she said. “Look, Derrick, I gotta go now and get ready

for my video conference. I’ll let you know when I get the base thing set
up. And when my assistants come up with the names of the renters at
that apartment building I’ll email that to you, okay?”

“Yep,” I said. “And thanks again.”
“You’re welcome,” she said, then hung up without saying good

bye.
Guess she really was in a hurry.
I put the encrypted cell back in my jacket pocket and looked at my

watch. Traci should be at the ranch now. She had a couple of meetings
scheduled for this afternoon that she said she could not afford to miss.
I knew she was still a little shaken up by what had happened
yesterday, but she seemed determined not to let it deter her from
getting on with the things she had to do.

Reuven Eckstein had already checked in with me twice this
morning and was due again in five minutes. I’d wait for his call while I
sat back and thought about things for a while.

Suddenly there were a lot of things to think about, and I was still
no closer to finding out who was trying to hurt Traci and why.

I should amend that. Not hurt Traci, they wanted to kill her. I was
now more convinced than ever that this was the case.

The only thing I didn’t know was why.
Well that wasn’t true. I didn’t know why or who?
Shit, there was a lot about this case that I didn’t know.
However, one thing that I was pretty sure I did know, Marcus

Brenner was having an affair with his commanding officer. I wonder
how long that had been going on. Maybe as far back as Afghanistan?
Possible. They had served there together, and then there was that
citation she had written…

I wondered if anybody in their command or on the awarding



committee thought that recommendation was a bit over the top, and
twinged with just a bit too much of the intimate. And if they did, I
wondered if they wondered about it.

“Probably not,” I said aloud, pushing back in the chair and leaning
forward, moving my right hand to my lower back and gently digging in
with my fingers. The pain was starting to come back now, dull and
deep.

Maybe while I was sitting back and thinking I should do it in a hot
tub of water.

My personal cell buzzed then and I took it off my belt.
It was Reuven Eckstein. Right on time. All was well.
I thanked him and then hung up.
Yeah, now that I thought about it, a good soak in the tub was just

what I needed.
So I stood up gingerly and went to do just that.



Chapter 41

Thursday morning Marcus Brenner left home once again just after
five. When Traci called to tell me that he was on the road, she also told
me that he’d told her there was another early morning senior staff
meeting at the base. As casually as possible I asked her if he had
actually said the meeting was taking place at the base, meaning
Tooele. This sparked her curiosity and I covered my question by
reminding her that there were three bases for which Marcus’ brigade
was responsible and I was just wondering. She seemed to accept this
and told me she wasn’t sure, but assumed it would be Tooele Depot. Of
course she assumed that.

I followed him and he did not go to Tooele Depot, or either of the
other two bases. He drove straight back to Stockton and to the
apartment house at 49 North 150 East, parking in one of the spaces in
the small parking lot on the side this time, right next to the blue Chevy
Tahoe that I had learned belonged to Sheryl Lindstrom.

This time he came out even later, nearly nine in the morning. And
once again, about a half hour later, Colonel Lindstrom came out and
got in her SUV and drove to the base. Today it was a bit warmer and
when she stepped outside she wasn’t yet wearing her beret. I noticed
that her hair wasn’t put up as regulations required for female soldiers
when they were on duty. It wasn’t overly long, but past her neckline, if
just a little. However, the colonel seemed to be in a bit of a hurry this
morning, probably later than she planned on being. Maybe this
morning she and Marcus Brenner had overdone it.

As she climbed into her vehicle I also noticed that Sheryl
Lindstrom was on the tall side. At least six feet, maybe taller. Her
frame was sleek and athletic, her stride confident, as one would expect
from a career Army officer who had risen to the rank of full-bird
colonel. And despite the fact that the ACUs she was wearing weren’t



exactly flattering to her body, I could tell she had a nice one, even if on
the lean side. Of course, I kind of like them on the lean side.

This made me think of Traci, and at that moment something else
occurred to me. I put it aside for the time being as I followed Sheryl
Lindstrom from Stockton down to Tooele.

Friday morning I decided to skip the tail. Thursday night at
eleven-thirty my time Shelbee Roberts had buzzed me on the
encrypted cell phone. Her people had found out the names of the
renters at the building in Stockton. That part had been easy. But
because they were eager beavers and trying to impress their boss, they
had gone deeper and done complete background checks on the names
on the lease agreements. And while doing this they discovered that one
of the names was an alias. An alias that had been created by the Covert
Identities Section at the Pentagon.

Understandably this piqued their interest, so they continued to dig
deeper. In time the agents discovered who the alias was assigned to.
After that they went to Shelbee Roberts and told her what they had
found. At that point she took over the case personally and ran a
complete background check on the individual that the cover had been
assigned to. Once she had everything verified she called and told me
she was sending an email with something that I was sure to want to
read right away.

She’d been right, of course, and I had stayed up half the night
reading everything sent to me, more than a hundred pages, most of it
as boring as an all-day porn-fest, but necessary for me to read
nonetheless. So I had.

Patricia Ellen Cooper was the name of the occupant of apartment
2B in the building at 49 North 150 East in Stockton, Utah. Her
occupation was listed as consultant and her bills were all paid
automatically from an account in a small local bank in Salt Lake City.
Ms. Cooper was not married and had no children. She also had no
magazine subscriptions, didn’t have cable or a DSL setup, and she
didn’t make any long distance phone calls from her residence. The
apartment had been set up about five and a half months ago, first and
last month’s rent paid in advance, plus a hefty security deposit.

Patricia Ellen Cooper was not real, of course, she was a creation of



the Covert Identities Section at the Pentagon, a little known unit that
specialized in providing cover documentation for operators involved in
covert and clandestine activities for the military. Operators as in
Special Forces. People like Marcus Brenner. And like Sheryl
Lindstrom.

Patricia E. Cooper was Sheryl D. Lindstrom. According to the file
that Shelbee Roberts had provided me, the Army routinely provided
cover identities for high-ranking members of Special Forces who had
made a lot of enemies over the years, some of whom were still actively
involved in covert operations, as was Sheryl Lindstrom. She had been
provided with three separate identities, Cooper being her alternative
for Utah. Her others were out-of-state. The apartment in Stockton was
supposed to be used for her to conduct covert meetings in support of
some of her mission-related activities if she needed to.

I found that interesting. I wondered if that’s what she was calling
what she was doing with Brenner up there, a covert meeting in
support of mission-related activities. Probably what she’d say if they
ever got caught, but it wouldn’t wash.

There was nothing covert about that site anymore. They both went
there in uniform, in vehicles with base stickers on them. And the
vehicle that Lindstrom drove was registered in her own name, not
Patricia Cooper’s. This wasn’t a covert operation, this was an illicit
assignation, and they weren’t doing a really good job of concealing it.

They’d have been better off just going to a motel or something.
Now in addition to violating regulations by having the affair, they had
also compromised a covert location and one of Lindstrom’s cover IDs.
I knew the Army wouldn’t like that even more than they wouldn’t like
the affair.

And now that I had Lindstrom’s file I knew she was married as
well. Had been for almost nineteen years. Her husband was now the
general manager of a radio station in Salt Lake City. So this meant that
she was committing the crime of adultery as well. This just got better
and better.

Sheryl Dominique Lindstrom had been born in Omaha, Nebraska
forty-eight years ago. Her mother and father both were school
teachers. During her early school years, young Sheryl was initially an



awkward child, but soon found herself excelling in sports. Throughout
her high school years she was a member of the girls’ track team and
the girls’ soccer team, winning many awards through both.

During her last two years in high school she became involved in
the Army ROTC program and it was at that point that she chose her
future career path. Neither of her parents was exactly happy, but they
decided to support their only child and were just as proud as any
parents could be when their daughter was accepted into the United
States Military Academy at West Point after high school graduation.
Her mother would not live to see her daughter graduate again, but on
that day her father was there in the front row watching as the 22 year
old light of his life graduated at the top of her class with honors and
received appointment as a second lieutenant in the Army. He died a
year later but did so a proud and happy father, certain that his
daughter was destined for greatness.

Her initial tour in the service was in Intelligence. The Army sent
her to several schools where she learned everything that could be
taught about electronic communications and signals intelligence. She
also attended an advanced language program taught by the CIA, and
within a year had nearly mastered French, Spanish, and Arabic.

Since most of her first tour was taken up with schools, the Army
extended her for another two years and Lieutenant Lindstrom didn’t
mind, she was very excited about her career and saw no reason not to
stick around for another tour and get all the experience she could. A
promotion to first lieutenant soon followed, and about six months into
her second tour there was a major crisis overseas and the Army
needed qualified Arabic speakers to deploy immediately in support of
covert paramilitary operations that had been authorized by the White
House. Without hesitation Sheryl Lindstrom volunteered and was
accepted.

She would not return to the United States for more than a year,
and when she did she received immediate promotion to captain. There
was still a half year left on her tour in Intelligence and she had every
intention of extending for another two years if she could, but as
Captain Lindstrom was soon to learn, someone somewhere had been
keeping an eye on her while she’d been deployed to Southwest Asia



and they had other plans for her.
There was a summons to a meeting with several high ranking

officers one night the week after she returned to her command. No one
below the rank of full colonel. When the young captain entered the
room she immediately noticed that each of the other officers wore the
green shoulder tabs of the Special Forces on their uniforms, and all
but two wore the lapel insignia of Intelligence Officers, as she did.

Without preamble, the senior officer there, a beefy and short
major general with a completely bald head in the shape of a dented cue
ball and some of the worse breath that Sheryl Lindstrom had ever
encountered, got straight to the point. The Army was beginning to rely
more and more heavily on the Special Forces as things with the Soviet
Union began to stabilize and other threats began to emerge. And
because of this increased responsibility, Special Forces had to expand,
and that expansion had to include women. But the right kind of
women. Smart, tough, highly adaptable, and with a certain physical
charm.

The general could see the captain stiffen at that last part and he
hastened to explain that the reason physical attributes had to be taken
into consideration was because of the nature of the work that Special
Forces operators did. It wasn’t all parachutes and commando raids by
night. Sometimes there was undercover work, covert surveillance, that
sort of thing. And attractive women often times drew less attention
than men, or at least they didn’t draw the same kinds of attention that
men would in the same situation.

Captain Lindstrom nodded and said that she understood, and
before the general could even ask, she told him and the others that she
would be honored to join Special Forces if there was a place for her.
The general had grinned, touched the young woman on the shoulder,
and then he welcomed her into the fold.

This entire account was actually noted in Colonel Lindstrom’s
Special Forces file. I wondered if someone had been taking notes while
that meeting was going on. Probably so, or the room had been wired
for sound and possibly video. Either way, it was all there, along with
everything else that had happened in Sheryl Lindstrom’s career. There
was even a mention of her marriage to Robert Leonard when she was



twenty-eight and based in San Francisco. After that came the combat
tours.

Panama in ’89.
The Persian Gulf in ’90 and 91.
The Balkans from the mid to the late ‘90’s, culminating in Kosovo

in ‘99.
Then there were the covert operations that didn’t get any public

attention.
Panama again in support of counter-narcotic operations.
Colombia and Peru for the same reason.
The Philippians to help train local troops in counterinsurgency

tactics in order to defeat the radical elements that were starting to
organize and threaten the government.

Pakistan to help the government intelligence service upgrade their
covert communications network.

And finally Afghanistan in support of a joint CIA-NSA operation
aimed at identifying and neutralizing key members of a little known
outfit of Islamic militants who were beginning to present a problem
for many American-friendly Arab countries in the Middle East.
However, for some unknown reason this program was disbanded after
less than nine months in operation and all personnel were reassigned
to other commands.

On 11 September of 2001 the bureaucrat who had made this
decision was probably the sorriest bastard in the world.

Or maybe not…
By then a lieutenant colonel and serving as executive officer in

charge of intelligence with the 5th Special Forces Group, Sheryl
Lindstrom was one of the first troops to deploy in advance of the
invasion of Afghanistan in October 2001. She parachuted in with a
light expeditionary unit three days before the main attack force and
linked up with a CIA team that had been deployed back in September
to gather intelligence and locate targets.

It was then that I remembered where Marcus Brenner had been
sent back in mid-September 2001. That had to be it, I thought. That’s
where they first met. Probably.



Brenner was in 5th Special Forces as well. It was possible that he
and Lindstrom could have known each other before then. But maybe
not. 5th Special Forces was not so small, even senior officers probably
didn’t know every soldier, even all the NCOs. So maybe they did meet
for the first time in Afghanistan back in ’01. And then years later they
were back there together again, with him under her direct command.
How nice.

I then pulled up Marcus Brenner’s file and compared them side by
side. It didn’t take long for me to find the pattern. After 2001 every
tour Lindstrom did some place, Brenner was assigned there as well. It
wouldn’t have been hard. She was a senior officer with a lot of clout
and he was a senior NCO with an impressive record. On paper it would
simply appear as if a good officer was looking out for a good NCO. It
happened all the time in the military, all branches. But if you looked at
all of it closely and read that citation she wrote for his Silver Star, then
you might just see something else.

As I did here this night. Scratch that, this early morning.
I finished reading Lindstrom’s file and scanned Brenner’s again.

Then at seven a.m. I closed the lid to my laptop and went to the
bathroom to get rid of all of the water I had been consuming during
the night. When I came out I put the DO NOT DISTURB! sign on the
door and climbed into bed.

I was asleep within seconds and did not have a single dream the
entire time I was out.

At least not one that I remembered.



Chapter 42

Shelbee Roberts called me at noon my time. I was still asleep, but
as soon as I heard the ring on the encrypted cell—I had activated the
ringer on both my phones before getting into bed—I came fully awake
and answered, trying not to sound like I had just woken up.

“Did I wake you?” the Homeland Security covert operative said in
her trademark sardonic tone. Guess I wasn’t as good at faking it as I
used to be.

“Stayed up all night reading,” I told her, sitting up in the bed and
propping the pillows against the headboard. I put my back against
them, reached over and turned on the bedside lamp, then wiped my
eyes. “Fascinating reading you sent me yesterday.”

“Yeah,” she said. “I figured you’d say that. You knew Colonel
Lindstrom was one of the renters at that apartment building, didn’t
you?”

“I suspected,” I told her. “I wasn’t sure. It could have been under
someone else’s name. And I kind of guess it was.”

“Yeah,” Shelbee Roberts said. “A cover ID. My little eager beavers
were really busy. When they saw that the identity was one created by
the Pentagon they couldn’t resist finding out who it was issued to.
When they brought it to me I took it over then. I wasn’t sure what they
had stumbled into, and I could say the same about you. I had to do a
lot of back-channeling to make sure that the Pentagon’s Defense
Security Division wasn’t able to trace the queries back to us. They get
really pissy when outsiders take an interest in their covert operations.”

“I’ll bet,” I said. “I appreciate it, Shelbee.”
“Of course you do,” she told me. “So that’s what you wanted

then?”
“Yeah,” I told her. “It confirms something I was already pretty

sure of.”



“Do you want to share?” she said.
“Not really,” I said. “I don’t mean to be obstinate here, Shel, I

really do appreciate all the help you’ve given me. But right now I don’t
want to say too much. I think it’s better for all concerned at the
moment. You’re still collecting a government paycheck and there are
some rules that even you have to follow. Right now it’s best that I don’t
say much. But I promise you that when this is all over and I know what
the hell is going on, I’ll let you know. Maybe even come up to D.C. and
take you out to dinner.”

She chuckled.
“Who says I’m in D.C. right now?”
“Good point,” I said. “Wherever you are, I’ll come.”
“Now that’s an interesting proposition,” she teased. “I may hold

you to it. Anyway, I called because I have your way onto the base.
You’re cleared for this afternoon if you want. And I decided to go
another route after I got the report on Colonel Lindstrom’s covert
residence and identity. Instead of going the reporter route I’m going to
send you in as an investigator with the Defense Security Division. I
was able to pull some more strings. DSD does infrequent and
unannounced inspections of all the bases that the Joint Security
Brigades are assigned to. The commands don’t like them but there’s
nothing they can do about it. As a DSD investigator you can go
anywhere and see anyone you want to, even the base C.O., a one-star
by the name of Chen. He commands both Tooele and Dugway.
Technically he’s over Colonel Lindstrom, but she actually reports to a
different command.”

“What about credentials?” I asked, now more fully awake.
“Should be to you in a few hours,” Shelbee Roberts said. “Special

delivery from our station in Las Vegas. Like I said, if you want to get
on the base today you can. Or any time after that. Somebody from
Tooele or Dugway will probably call to check on you once you show up.
I’ve already backstopped it with our DSD liaison in the Pentagon. Your
cover will hold. By the way, I suspected you didn’t want to use your
real name so I created a false identity. I think you’ll like it.”

“Oh yeah,” I said. “What is it?”
“I’ll let it be a surprise,” she said with a chuckle. “And I have to



run now. I don’t know what you’re in to out there, Derrick, but you be
careful, okay?”

“I will, love,” I said, glancing at the bedside clock. “And thanks
again.”

This time she did say good bye and hung up.
I put the phone back on the nightstand next to my other one and

sat thinking for a few minutes.
Hell, I was done with sleep for now, might as well get up and

shower and then go get something to eat. After that I’d decide how to
proceed with my infiltration of Tooele Depot.

I also had to make a decision as to whether or not to tell Traci
Brenner that her husband was having an affair of his own. Her
reaction would be interesting to watch. Would she be angry and upset,
or would she take it in stride? And maybe she knew already. Not
necessarily that he was sleeping with his C.O., but maybe she knew he
was sleeping with somebody other than her.

It was possible. Most wives knew.
But the more I thought about it the more I was convinced that it

really didn’t matter to me if Marcus Brenner was screwing around too.
That is unless it had something to do with what was happening to my
client. To Traci Brenner.

To Traci.
My Traci?
Now that was taking it entirely too far.
I pushed the covers off my legs and climbed stiffly out of the bed,

my back already aching.
Shit, maybe I am getting old.
And maybe I am not!



Chapter 43

I decided to hold off going to the base on Friday. Traci had told me
that Marcus often went to work on Saturdays and I suspected this
weekend would be no different, and it wasn’t. He departed home at
0600. I didn’t follow him on Saturday either. For some reason I didn’t
believe he was going to work anyway, and to confirm this I sent
Reuven Eckstein to follow him instead of reporting to relieve Kimi
Tanaka at Traci’s place. I went there myself instead.

M.J. had slept over at his friend’s place again this weekend and
would not be back until Sunday afternoon. Traci said she had to go to
the ranch for a few hours in the morning but didn’t have any plans for
the rest of the day. I told her I was sure we could come up with
something if we put our heads together. And maybe a few other parts.

Reuven called around seven-thirty and confirmed that Marcus
Brenner had in fact gone to Stockton today, to the apartment house
where Sheryl Lindstrom’s supposed covert residence was located. I
thanked him and told him to take the morning off, but stay available.
I’d be covering the principal for the morning and maybe the entire
day. He simply said okay and hung up. I thought I detected a note of
disapproval in his tone but could have been imagining it. Probably
wasn’t.

I had Traci park her Yukon in the back lot of my hotel and then
drove her down to the ranch in Lehi. JJ was in the backseat and he sat
very quietly until I made the turn off of Chapel Ridge Road onto the
dirt access road that led to Traci’s ranch. Then he sat up and began to
bounce around and Traci reached back to pet and to shush him.

There were three vehicles parked in front of the office when we
arrived this morning, all three pickup trucks and all three covered in
dried dirt and mud. Work trucks. I parked in the space designated for
Traci and the three of us got out. JJ immediately took off around the



side of the building and Traci shook her head as she adjusted her wool
cap on her head.

“He probably wants to play for a while,” she said, glancing over at
me as I came around the other side of the Trailblazer. “He really likes
to run around out here, no matter how cold it is.”

“Who can blame him?” I said, zipping up my jacket. “It is pretty
out here. Why don’t you go on in and I’ll stay out here until he’s ready
to come in?”

“Are you sure?” she asked, looking at me.
“Sure,” I said. “Go take care of what you need to. We’ll be inside in

a bit once JJ’s gotten his exercise. You can tell your people that I’m
interviewing JJ for the story I’m working on.”

Traci smirked and touched my arm with her gloved hand.
“Very funny,” she said. “And if you really don’t mind I’ll take you

up on that. There are a couple of things I need to talk to Sam about
and then make some calls.”

I nodded, glancing around the side of the house.
“Go ahead then. We’ll be in when he wants some water or

something.”
She nodded and smiled again, then turned and walked up on the

porch and into the office. I pulled the hood up on my jacket and zipped
it all the way up, then pulled my black leather gloves up tighter on my
hands.

As I rounded the side of the office where JJ had gone, I could see
all the way down to the stables and a team of hands brushing down
some horses that had been brought out for exercise. JJ was digging a
hole over near a stand of trees and then he squatted over it. Nature
calls.

Once he was done he buried it and then came bounding over to
me, jumping up on my leg. I patted his head a few times and then
stood back up, glancing around some more. If it wasn’t for the cold
this would probably be the perfect place to be today. It probably was
the perfect place for some, but I really don’t like the cold. I’ve been
thinking about relocating to South Florida for years but the only
problem there would be hurricane season. And that makes me pass
every time.



JJ jumped up on my leg once more and I stared down at him.
There appeared to be a question in his dark eyes. What it was I could
not discern, but it was there. Or so it appeared. I shrugged at him and
then continued looking down at the stables. JJ started running circles
around me and they became wider and wider until he was nearly off in
the trees.

He stopped for a minute and stared over at me, dipping his head
down low. I knelt down and waved him over and he came like a shot,
bouncing up against my chest. I patted him some more and then he
ran off again.

After twenty minutes I was ready to get out of the cold, but the dog
was not, so we stayed out for another twenty minutes. At nine-thirty
my patience was up. I called to JJ and he came over. I bent down and
picked him up and we went inside. I had to go the bathroom now as
well and I wasn’t about to dig a hole and squat out by the trees.



Chapter 44

For the sake of maintaining my “cover” I did a few interviews with
some of the staff at the ranch, including Traci’s assistant manager,
Sam Lightfeather. It wasn’t that much of a stretch for me. After all, I
had been an investigator with the OSI when I was in the Air Force and
had conducted thousands of interviews. Asking questions was the
same whether you were trying to find out who had committed a crime
or trying to get a good angle on a story. I just had to remember to ask
the questions in a less intimidating and pointed fashion than I used to
when I was a federal agent, remembering that my subjects were not
suspected of doing anything illegal or withholding information vital to
a case. I actually found myself enjoying it after a while.

When I finished the last one I came out of Sam’s office and walked
across the hall to Traci’s. She was at her desk, reading glasses perched
on the end of her nose, poring over what appeared to be a ledger.

JJ was lying on his stomach on the floor on the right side of the
desk, water and food dishes beside him. He seemed bored, and when I
stepped into the doorway he looked up hopefully. Nope, little fella, I
thought, walking over to the single client chair in front of the desk, I’m
not going back into the cold just yet.

Traci glanced up and removed her glasses when I sat down. She
grinned.

“How’s the story coming?” she said.
“Not bad,” I replied, straight-faced. “With the stuff your people

have been saying about you I could probably get a really good article
out of all of this. Maybe even a bestselling tell-all book.”

She grinned again and shook her head.
“It would never see print, Mister,” she vamped. “And you forget, I

know plenty of secrets about you too. For instance, how you like to
have the underside of your balls licked.”



There was a sudden rush of warmth in my genital area and now I
grinned, sitting up and glancing back at the open door. We were alone
in the building as far as I knew, Sam having stepped out after we
finished talking, but it was still prudent to be careful. I stood and went
to close the door, then returned and sat down. JJ stood and came
around to the front of the desk, looking up at me for a few seconds
before sitting and then lying down once more.

“Actually I think that’s one of your proclivities, Mrs. Brenner,” I
told her, looking directly into her smiling brown eyes.

“You’ve never tried to stop me,” she retorted.
“That’s because I’m not a fool,” I told her. “Where I’m from, if a

beautiful woman wants to lick your balls—or any other part of you—
you let her. And besides, there are more than a few naughty things that
you’re quite fond of, lover. Would you like me to name some?”

Traci giggled and leaned forward on her desk, her voice filled with
mischief as she spoke.

“Actually I’d like for you to do a few, baby,” she replied.
I could feel the stirrings of an erection building in my jeans. I

leaned back and brought my left leg up, bracing the ankle against my
right knee.

We sat staring at one another for several minutes, neither of us
saying anything. Finally Traci grinned again and shook her head.

“I never could out-stare you, Derrick. You win.”
“And what’s my prize?” I asked.
“How about a very wet blow-job?” she replied without missing a

beat.
I took a deep breath and released it slowly.
“Funny,” I said. “Never had a dry one.”
“And you won’t today either,” she said.
We sat and stared at one another for a few more moments, then

heard the front door to the ranch house building open and close. A
second later there was a sharp knock at the door. Sam Lightfeather
stuck his head inside.

“Traci you need to get down to the stables right away,” he said, his
dark eyes grave. “There’s a problem with one of the horses.”

In that instant Traci was all business. She stood immediately, took



her jacket and cap off the rack in the corner, and then followed Sam
out the door. JJ and I were on her heels, me zipping up my jacket and
putting on my hat and gloves.



Chapter 45

Sam was moving very fast when we got outside but Traci quickly
overtook him, walking at first, and then running. JJ moved out ahead
of her and barked twice, glancing back over his shoulder at his
mistress. Sam increased speed after a few paces to keep up, and I
glanced around the area before breaking into a run as well.

The closest of the stables was over two hundred yards from the
office and Traci covered that with very little effort. She was moving
through the gathering of ranch hands who were standing outside the
stables and they parted the way as their boss came through. JJ and
Sam were close to her and I stopped on the edge of the group, glancing
around once more, and then following them into one of the barns on
the right-hand side.

Down by the last stall I could see a couple of other hands standing
outside the entrance looking in, and when they turned and looked
toward us, their faces were grave. Traci arrived first and looked into
the stall. Her face suddenly drained of all color and her mouth opened
slightly. She stepped inside before I got there, Sam just ahead of me.
JJ stood outside the stall and barked and one of the hands bent down
and picked him up, taking him to the other side of the small corridor,
petting and shushing him.

I stopped outside the stall and looked in as Sam went inside. In
addition to Traci, there were two other people inside the stall, one man
and one woman, both Indian (Native American). They were on the
floor of the stall kneeling around a large brown horse that I believed
was a stallion. It lay on its left side, legs kicked out, neck bent, making
whining noises, obviously in pain.

Traci went over and knelt down as well, putting a hand on the
stallion’s neck. The other woman in the stall had a stethoscope around
her neck and there appeared to be a vet’s bag on the ground next to



her. She glanced over at Traci and her expression was grim. Traci
continued to stroke the horse’s neck and then moved down his back.
The horse kicked out his legs some more and began to struggle. Sam
moved in to help, and the four of them tried to calm the horse down.

It struggled for about a minute more and then was still.
The vet took her stethoscope and checked the horse for several

minutes, and then she pulled it from her ears and looked at Traci even
more gravely. Her eyes said it all.

Traci sniffled and continued to stroke the horse, then lowered her
head against the beast and silently wept. Everyone else was very still
for a long time. Off to my right JJ was still in the corner with the other
ranch hand. He was struggling to get down but the young man would
not let him. He stroked the dog’s neck and rocked him gently in his
arms, whispering in his ear. JJ did not appear to like the situation but
he decided not to resist too much either.

I continued staring into the stall, watching everyone else watching
Traci. They all stayed with the dead horse for more than half an hour,
and finally the vet took Traci’s hands and pulled her away. The two
women stood looking at one another for a long time, then embraced
fiercely.

Sam stepped over and looked Traci in the eyes, placing his hands
on her shoulders. She reached up and hugged him, then nodded
silently and stepped away, covering her mouth as she exited the stall
and kept going out the way she had come without stopping or talking
to anyone else.

The hand who had been holding JJ put him down now and the
little black and white Jack Russell Terrier took off after his owner at a
mad-dash.

None of the other hands tried to stop or talk to Traci as she moved
through them, understanding that now was not the time, and once she
cleared the group she broke into a run, JJ at her heels. I started to
move through the crowd with greater haste now, and then I started
running myself.

I caught up with her halfway back to the office and when I put my
arm on her shoulder, she pulled away at first. I called her name and
she stopped, turning to face me, her eyes red and full of tears. She was



the most pained I had ever seen her. Without hesitation, she came into
my arms and I held her fiercely, consoling and reassuring.

Suddenly Traci collapsed against me, the strength gone from her. I
reached down and scooped her up in my arms and carried her back to
the office as quickly as I could, JJ running ahead of us and looking
back over his shoulders, probably not sure what was going on, and I
believe this frightened him.

Hell, if I were honest, it probably frightened me too.



Chapter 46

“He’d been sick for a long time. All sorts of respiratory problems.
The vet had recommended putting him down weeks ago but I just
couldn’t. I was really hoping he’d make it back. He was a very good
horse, one of the first that I acquired when we moved here. I’d actually
seen him at a show in Dallas a year before. He was something, so
beautiful, so sure of himself. When I got this ranch, the first thing I did
was contact his previous owner. She was up front with me, told me
about the health problems, but I didn’t care. He was such a beautiful
and strong animal, I wanted him no matter what. And now he’s gone.
Just like that. It just doesn’t seem right some times, Derrick. It doesn’t
seem fair. You know—life. I—”

She had been talking absently for a very long time, mainly just to
keep herself calm and to keep her mind from wandering into places
she did not want it to go. I listened in silence, offered support, but
pretty much kept my mouth shut. I had often found that life was much
easier for you in the long run if you spoke very little when you didn’t
have anything that was really worth saying. Too bad a lot of other
people hadn’t adopted this position.

She turned and glanced up at me. The crying had stopped a while
ago but her eyes were still red. The sadness was eternal, and
heartbreaking. I put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed gently. She
leaned over and kissed the inner portion of my right forearm, then
rested her face against it.

We were silent and still some more.
After maybe five minutes Traci sat up and wiped her eyes. Then

she stood up and went into the bathroom and closed the door.
I sat up in bed and readjusted the covers and fluffed up the

pillows. The bedside clock showed the time was three-fifteen. We had
been back in my hotel room for just over three hours now. We had left



the drapes open with the sheer curtains shut and outside I could see
that the day had become very cloudy and overcast. It looked really cold
out there, probably would snow before nightfall.

Reuven had called a couple hours ago to check in and I told him
that he wouldn’t be needed at all to watch Traci today. However, I
asked him to go back out to Stockton to see if Marcus Brenner’s vehicle
was still parked at the apartment house. If it was, then I wanted
Reuven to hang out for a while and watch the neighborhood, see if
anything interesting happened. And, of course, if Brenner left, to
follow him and report in.

I was glancing out the window when I heard the bathroom door
open and Traci stepped out, walking back over to the bed wearing a T-
shirt of mine that was many, many sizes too large for her. She climbed
back in bed and under the covers and snuggled up close to me, her
head once again resting in the crook of my right arm. I squeezed her
gently.

“How are you feeling now?” I said.
“Still sad,” she remarked quietly. “But a little better too. It helped

to talk. Thanks for listening.”
“You’re welcome,” I told her. “And I haven’t said so yet, but I’m

sorry about your horse.”
She sniffled once more and patted my chest gently with the fingers

of her right hand.
“Thank you, Derrick. Thank you for that and everything else.”
I kissed her forehead.
She raised her head and glanced over at the bedside clock.
“Sam said he was going to stay at the ranch until six today. I want

to get back there before then and take JJ off his hands. He didn’t have
to agree to watch him, but I’m glad he did. I just couldn’t deal with
him at the time. I was a wreck back at the ranch. I know JJ must be
upset that I left him like that, but I think it was the best thing at the
time.”

“It was,” I told her. “And Sam will look after him just fine.”
Traci stared up at me and smiled a little.
“Like you’ve been looking after me?”
“I sure hope not,” I replied ironically. “Because I think that’s



probably illegal in Utah.”
She laughed, this time a genuine one, shaking and giggling at the

same time. It was good to see. When she stopped she leaned her face
over to mine and kissed me on the lips. Her eyes became very serious
at that moment and she inhaled sharply, releasing the breath slowly,
her eyes never leaving mine.

“You know what I want you to do right now, Derrick?” she said,
rising to her knees and pushing off the covers.

“I can’t imagine, love,” I teased.
She grinned, then reached down and pulled my T-shirt over her

head, dropping it on the floor behind her. Now she was completely
naked. Although we had been in bed for most of the time that we’d
been in the room, we hadn’t yet had sex. Something told me that this
was about to change. Gee, and what was your first clue, Sherlock?

I still had on my boxers but this did not deter Traci. She reached
for the elastic waistband and tugged them down. I arched my back to
assist her, and in seconds we were both completely naked.

Traci mounted me, straddling my waist, leaning forward and
bracing herself with her palms in the middle of my chest, eyes focusing
on mine with more than a slight hint of lustful desire.

“I’m going to fuck your brains out right now, Mr. Olin,” she said in
a very sultry voice. I smiled, feeling my erection press against her
pubis. She was already wet, and this only aroused me more. “And
when I’m finished you know what I’m gonna do then?”

I shook my head, glancing down briefly at her small breasts, her
ruddy nipples fully erect. Suddenly I wanted them in my mouth,
between my fingers... I looked back into her eyes. She leaned down
very close, her face just inches from mine.

“I’m gonna fuck you again,” she grinned, then stuck her tongue in
my mouth.

The kiss lasted several minutes and was full of tease and play.
When she sat back there was a wild expression in her eyes that I hadn’t
seen in a long time. She grinned at me and pressed her pelvis firmly
against mine.

The moment was interrupted by the sound of a cell phone ringing
with a specialty tone that I didn’t recognize. I knew it wasn’t either of



my phones because they were both in vibrate mode at the moment and
setting on the nightstand next to the clock. That meant it was Traci’s
cell. It was probably in her purse on the floor at the foot of the bed.

I looked at her and she shrugged.
“Not to worry,” she said. “That’s the tone I picked for Marcus’ cell.

He’s probably calling to tell me he’s got to work all night again. Right
now I couldn’t care less. He can work the whole fucking weekend for
all I care.”

The phone rang four more times before going silent, probably
switching over to voicemail. It did not ring anymore after that, and
even if I had I’m not sure that Traci or I would have noticed,
considering that we were otherwise engaged.

Very otherwise.
Very engaged.
In fact, I don’t think I’ve been this engaged in quite a long time. I

believe that this was probably the case for Traci Brenner as well.
That realization made me a little sad, but not for long. Traci was

very good and cheering me up.
Or maybe she was just really good at getting me up.
And getting me off too.
Then it was her turn.
I’m no slouch in that department myself, or so I’ve been told

repeatedly over the years.



Chapter 47

Monday morning I went to Tooele Army Depot. Or more
accurately, GS-14 Defense Security Division Senior Special
Investigator Thomas J. Sawyer went to Tooele Army Depot.

Thomas J. Sawyer. Tom Sawyer. Boy did Shelbee Roberts have a
really wicked sense of humor. But I had to admit that I liked it. Of
course I suppose if she really wanted to be mischievous she could have
gone for Nigger Jim. That would’ve been fun to try out. “Yes, good
morning. I’m DSD Senior Special Investigator Nigger Jim and I’m
here to see…” Maybe not.

Over the weekend I had gone to a mall up in Salt Lake City and
bought a charcoal gray suit and black long sleeve dress shirt. I had also
bought a pair of black dress shoes. I had not purchased a tie.

When I arrived at the base at 0800 hours I was driving a blue
Ford Explorer and wearing my new suit. The MP at the gate checked
my credentials—they were as real as the real thing—and upon making
sure that I was cleared for access, she told me how to find the office of
the base commander, Brigadier General Xian Chen. I thanked her and
she saluted, stepping back so that I could pull through the gate and she
could deal with the person in the vehicle behind me. It was windy out
this morning and I did not envy the young MP her duty. But she was
young after all, and the cold probably didn’t matter as much to her.

Yeah, right.
I had already gotten a hold of a map of the base and pretty much

memorized the location of all of the numbered buildings. If my
memory served me—and it usually did—the general’s office should be
on the southwest end of the base not far from the mess hall. It took
about ten minutes to find it, having taken a couple of rights that
should have been lefts, but then I was turning into the small parking
lot outside the one-story brick building that was listed as the office of



the base commander.
Since Chen was in fact the commander of more than one base I

suspected he had more than one setup like this. Nothing too
ostentations, but there was a big sign above the entrance that read
COMMANDING OFFICER.

Really it did, right above the door. Brigadier General Xian W.
Chen, Commanding Officer.

I parked my vehicle in one of the two visitors’ spots off to the left
side of the small lot and shut off the engine. The gauge mounted above
the windshield showed the temperature to be thirty-seven degrees and
the wind was blowing steadily from the west. I was not fond of the idea
of going outside without a hat and heavier coat, but it would probably
help my cover more if I behaved as if the weather didn’t affect me at
all. Like I was a cold and aloof federal ball-buster who wanted
everybody to know just how tough he was.

Later on tonight I’d probably have a wicked head-cold, but
sometimes sacrifices have to be made in order to maintain your cover.
This is why I always hated undercover work, and had thought that I
was done with it. Guess not.

I took a deep breath, opened the driver’s door, and then climbed
out.

A cold rush of wind blew against me and actually pressed me back
against the rear driver’s door of my current vehicle. I steeled myself
once more and pushed off the Explorer, turning to my left and
marching very quickly up onto the porch of the building and opening
the screen door, then the inner door.

It was showtime!



Chapter 48

Brigadier General Xian Chen was a short, muscular, and
completely gracious man of about fifty-three with a short black crew-
cut, a genial manner, and an inner calm that seemed to resonate
throughout any room he would ever enter. When his admin assistant
showed me into his spartan office I found the O-7 general officer at his
desk in shirtsleeves. Instead of a utility uniform as most officers and
enlisted wore these days, the general was wearing Class-A dress, long
sleeve light green shirt and black tie. Above the left breast pocket was a
black nametag with his last name in white letters stenciled on it. There
were no other decorations or markings on the shirt, if you didn’t count
the general’s stars on the epaulets on each of his compact shoulders.

However, in the corner beside his desk hung a dark green Class-A
jacket and above a second black nametag were five rows of ribbons
that denoted a lifetime of military service. I also observed a Combat
Infantryman’s Badge, master jump wings, and an expert marksman’s
badge.

The general was reading something on a computer screen when I
entered and he immediately looked up and smiled, nodding at his
assistant, and the young sergeant backed out of the office without
comment.

Chen rose from his desk and came around to greet me. I noticed
then that he was barely five feet six inches tall, but there was such
power and grace in his bearing, and the smile on his face actually
seemed genuine. Either it was or he was a very good actor. Either way
it was of no consequence. I was here and he had to deal with me.

We shook hands and Chen told me to take a seat in one of the two
comfortable imitation leather chairs in front of his desk. He perched
on the front end of the desk, his feet dangling several inches above the
floor, and I noticed the high gloss of his finely polished shoes. No



patent leather for this general. Hell, he probably polished them
himself.

“A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Sawyer,” the one-star said with a
note of sincerity that actually sounded sincere. “General Casey at the
Pentagon informed me last week that we would probably be seeing
someone from DSD in the next few days. I can assure you that despite
what you might face at other commands, our joint command here in
Tooele is always happy to have DSD onsite.”

Christ this guy would make a hell of a politician. He’d definitely
get at least one more star before retirement. Probably another three. If
it were up to an election he’d definitely get my vote.

“Well I appreciate that, General,” I said, glancing briefly around
the office. “I know how busy you are here and I’ll try not to disrupt
things too much, but you understand that DSD has to do these
inspections.”

“Of course, Investigator Sawyer,” Chen said, his face still relaxed
and cordial. “You have a job to do just like the rest of us. And you will
have our complete cooperation. Everyone understands that, and if
anyone on either of the bases gives you a problem, please do not
hesitate to call me immediately. I’ll have my assistant provide you with
a list of my numbers before you go and I can be reached twenty-four
hours-a-day as long as you are here.”

“Thank you, General,” I said. “Your cooperation is greatly
appreciated.”

“Whatever I can do, Mr. Sawyer. Just let me know. Now do you
have anything you need to discuss with me regarding your review of
the command, or would you just like to get started in some particular
location? I know you people like to keep your schedules pretty much to
yourselves, and that’s fine, but if you need any help, please ask.”

“Thank you again, General,” I said. “But I think I’ll wander about
on my own for a while. I’ve got a map of the base and can probably
find everything I need on my own. However if I need assistance I’ll get
in touch. One thing though. And this is just between the two of us.”

The general pushed off the edge of his desk and stood up.
“Yes?”
I stood as well, staring down at him.



“On this trip I will probably focus mostly on the operational
security team. At some of the other joint operations we have noted
some issues with security and we want to make sure that it’s not a
system-wide problem.”

“I understand completely, Mr. Sawyer,” Chen said, nodding. “But I
can assure you that security is definitely not a problem in this joint
command. We have an excellent security brigade commander. Colonel
Lindstrom. She is a twenty-six year veteran with a long background in
Intelligence and Special Forces. As a matter of fact, she just returned
from a third tour in Afghanistan about five months ago before
assuming this command. She is a noted expert on operational security,
and since her arrival I have never seen anything to suggest a problem
in that regard.”

“That is good to hear, General,” I assured him. “And this means I
will probably have an easy job while I’m here. But you understand
what I must do.”

He smiled that same genial smile once more, only this time it
didn’t shine in his eyes as much as it had before.

“Of course, Investigator Sawyer. I understand. And good luck with
your review. Once again, if you need my assistance, don’t hesitate.”

I told him I would not and we shook hands. He walked me to the
door and in the outer office told his assistant to provide me with one of
his business cards. The sergeant did so, and after that I took my leave,
heading back out into the cold.

Actually now it was snowing, and even colder.
I quickly got back into the Explorer and started the engine,

turning up the heat.
Well I was here now. Time to find my targets and see what they

were up to. With a little luck perhaps I would catch them plotting their
next move against Traci. That was probably too much to hope for.

But if a man didn’t have hope what the hell did he have?



Chapter 49

That evening when I returned to the hotel in Draper, Kimiko
Tanaka was waiting for me in the hallway outside my room. It was six
o’clock, an hour before she was due to relieve Reuven Eckstein. She
was attired in black from top to bottom and her mood was much more
serious than I was used to seeing.

When I spoke to her her expression did not alter much and she
said that she needed to talk with me. I nodded, opened the door to my
room, and we went inside. I was still wearing my suit and took off the
jacket, hanging it up before moving into the room where Kimi stood
near the desk. I told her to pull out the chair and sit down, I sat on the
side of the bed and stared at her.

She leaned back in the chair and it creaked and squeaked as she
crossed her long legs left over right.

“Is there a problem, Kimi?” I asked casually, feeling a slight
increase in acid at the pit of my stomach.

She inhaled deeply, held it, and then released.
“There could be, Derrick,” she said at length. “I’m just not sure.

Reuven and I have been talking. And before you say anything, you
know us, you know we don’t bitch or BS or beat around the bush. And
you know we’re your friends.”

I didn’t like where this was headed, but knew better than to try to
interrupt. I always had to assume that there was no one who could
defeat me in combat, otherwise it would make it almost impossible for
me to do my job. However I was a realist. There were probably a few
people in the world who could take me if it came down to it. Not very
many, but a few. Kimiko Tanaka was probably near the top of that
short list. And because of this she was owed just a bit more leeway
than some others.

There was also the fact that when she had something to say she



was usually right. Annoying but true.
I sighed, nodded, and stared at her intently for a few moments.
“Say what you have to, my friend,” I said in a low tone. “Whatever

it is.”
Kimi stared at me some more, not saying anything, her cool black

eyes slowly assessing me as if I were some lab experiment. A lesser
mortal would have been wetting his pants right now. But not Derrick
Olin.

At least not yet.
“Derrick, I think—Reuven and I actually think—that you might

have lost your perspective on this op.”
She said it without hesitation or reservation. Her tone even and

direct, but without accusation. Just a simple statement of opinion.
Maybe even fact.

“It’s clear that you have feelings for Traci,” she continued, her eyes
never blinking. “Perhaps you even love her. And I have to tell you that
this came as quite a shock to me. I never thought you were capable of
something like that. It’s not a criticism, in fact I’m kind of glad to know
that you aren’t as limited in the emotional department as I once
believed. But in the case of an operation, as you well know, feelings
can be a dangerous thing. They get people hurt, or killed. And I know
you would hate it if something happened to this particular client
because you let your feelings cloud your judgment. I think that’s why
you wanted to have Reuven and me here, for backup in more than one
way. You knew that you might be compromised on this assignment
and you wanted people covering you who would not be afraid to step
in if they saw a need. It shows just how professional you are to have
taken into consideration the possibility of a lack of professional
behavior on your part.”

She stopped talking and we continued to stare across at one
another, neither of us blinking.

Finally I did blink and take a few deep breaths.
“And you and Reuven believe that now is the time for you to step

in?” I said in a calm tone, however on the inside my guts were
churning.

“No,” Kimi said with a small smile at the corners of her full lips.



“No, we don’t believe so. You have not made any major mistakes thus
far. Although Reuven believes that after the incident of the shooting
last week you should have moved this to an overt operation, but he
agrees that you have made no serious tactical errors. Still, we both see
great potential for this. Especially if you keep seeing her while the op
is in play. And if you need me to spell it out for you I will.”

More silence.
I inhaled and slowly released it, feeling tightness in my chest. I

took several more deep breaths and then closed my eyes. When I
opened them again, Kimi had uncrossed and recrossed her legs in the
opposite direction, her arms now folded across her chest.

“I know what you’re saying, Kimi,” I told her. “And I know you’re
right. I know better. At any other time I would fire somebody who
compromised themselves the way I have with Traci. I know better, but
for some reason I just can’t seem to help myself. I don’t know if I love
the woman. I really don’t think I’m capable of that. But I have known
her a long time. We did have a two year relationship some years ago.
And when she called me the week before… I can’t abandon her. The
threat is real.”

“Yes it is, Derrick,” Kimi said. “It is. And nobody is talking about
abandoning her. We’ll stay on this as long as it takes. You know that.
But we want to make sure that the client is properly protected at all
times, and against all threats. We haven’t yet determined who is
behind this and therefore we have to really be on our game. All of us.
And forgive me for being so blunt, but you’ve known me along time as
well. If you’re spending half your time fucking her then you’re not
spending it protecting her. In fact, you’re compromising her. You’re
compromising all of us. And you know it.”

The tightness in my chest had gotten worse. I took some more
deep breaths and released them. This was really not something I
wanted to deal with right now, but I knew I had to. Kimi was right, of
course, but I really wish she’d chosen another day to get into it. Or no
day at all.

“You haven’t said a wrong thing yet,” I said quietly. “Every word is
true. I’m a mess on this one. I must be losing my edge.”

Kimi smiled fully for the first time this evening.



“Hardly,” she said. “You’re still the best operator I’ve ever known,
Derrick. And you know I’m not blowing smoke. I’d work with or for
you any day. This is a difficult kind of op for you though. A situation
you’ve never found yourself in before. But you aren’t in it alone. You
know that. If you need to lean on Reuven and me a little more, or a lot
more, don’t hesitate. We can take whatever weight we have to. Let us
help you.”

I stared at her for a long time, and eventually found myself
nodding. I glanced down at my watch for a moment.

“You should probably be getting over to relieve Reuven now,” I
told her.

“Traci’s still at the ranch,” she told me. “I spoke to Reuven before
you arrived. She won’t be leaving until seven tonight. I’ll pick them up
on the way out of the property and it’ll be a mobile relief. We’re
covered.”

I nodded.
“Okay. And I’ll work on this. I promise, Kimi. I’m not going to lie

and say it’ll be easy. But I will work on it.”
Kimi Tanaka smiled again, leaned over and patted my knee.
“Yes, you will.”
She stood up and so did I and she put her arms around my neck,

squeezing me tightly against her for about a minute. When she pulled
back she kept her hands on my shoulders and stared directly into my
eyes.

“And if you can’t resist the temptations of the female flesh until
the op is over,” she quipped, her eyes alight with humor, “my door is
always open. So to speak.”

We both started laughing rather uncontrollably and this went on
for several minutes. Then she kissed me on the cheek and I walked her
to the door. When she had gone I went straight into the bathroom to
relieve my bladder, something I had needed to do since before I left
Tooele Depot.

I’d had a long and very uninteresting day. At least I had before
returning to my hotel this evening. Tomorrow would be more of the
same because in the morning I was going to be headed out to Camp
Williams where I would meet with Colonel Sheryl Lindstrom as she



oversaw security drills at the facility along with her senior staff.
It was an early day in the morning and this probably meant she

and a certain first sergeant would not be able to get together for their
regular early morning workout. Too bad for them.

Thinking about this made me think about my situation with Traci
Brenner. That was going to have to cool now as well. Kimi was right,
naturally, it is not something that I should have ever allowed to
happen, but had. And now it was time to rectify my mistake. When all
of this was sorted out, whatever this was, then she and I could sit down
and decide what to do next. Maybe by then I will have sorted out my
feelings regarding her.

That was going to be a scary process. Much scarier than dealing
with a gun-wielding thug hopped up on Crack or a terrorist wearing a
suicide vest and carrying a dead-man’s switch.

Damn did I want to see her right now. To hold her, to kiss her, and
yes, to fuck her. I wanted that most of all.

This was not going to be easy. Not by a long shot.
Which is why Reuven Eckstein and Kimiko Tanaka were here.
Maybe I hadn’t completely lost it.
Not completely and not yet.
Not yet…



Chapter 50

Tuesday morning at 0600 I arrived at the east entrance to Camp
Williams State Military Reservation and presented both my phony
credentials and a special access pass that I had been granted by the
executive officer of the 3rd Joint Security Brigade yesterday evening
before departing Tooele Army Depot.

I had spent all of Monday touring the base, visiting various sites
and units and asking a lot of questions, all of them official sounding,
all of them intrusive, and each and every one of them confusing as
hell; even to me. I had made it clear, however, that my main interest
was in the state of security at Tooele and the other bases under the
jurisdiction of the 3rd JSB. And as predicted, it wasn’t long before the
brigade’s X.O. had shown up at one of the sites I was visiting—no
doubt prompted by a quick phone call from one of the soldiers with
whom I had previously spoken—and started asking me questions,
wanting to know if he could help me in any way. I identified myself but
the X.O. already knew who I was pretending to be, and he once again
stated his willingness to assist me. I told him that I was at Tooele to
review security and it was just routine. Of course he did not believe a
word of this, but he couldn’t do anything about it. DSD was at the top
of the Pentagon’s food chain and he knew it. So he gave me his contact
information and told me to feel free to call him at any time should I
need anything. I thanked him and he returned to his staff car, staring
at me intently as his driver pulled away.

Two hours later I showed up at 3rd JSB headquarters and asked
the duty NCO to pull all of the oversight inspection logs from his
command. The NCO was not a rookie, he was a staff sergeant with a
few years under his belt. Being flashed a badge by a suit from the
Pentagon didn’t rattle him as much as it might have a corporal or even
a buck sergeant.



He politely asked me to wait while he called the X.O. Less than a
minute later the X.O. appeared along with two other officers, both
majors. I repeated my request to the X.O. and he asked me if I was
looking for something specific. I told him I didn’t want to be specific
and that he should order his sergeant to do as I instructed.

The X.O. didn’t like me talking to him like that, and neither did
any of the others gathered in the small outer office, but they knew
what they were dealing with, and knew the consequences for messing
with a Pentagon suit. The X.O. gave the order and the staff sergeant
pulled the records. They were taken to the conference room at the far
end of the first floor of the building and I went inside, spending a
couple of hours pretending to read over them. At noon precisely the
door to the conference room opened and the X.O. stepped through,
moving to the side of the door and standing at attention. Two seconds
later the brigade commander herself stepped into the conference
room.

Colonel Sheryl Lindstrom was much taller in person. Definitely
over six feet. She was slender with a tight frame and the kind of
ramrod straight bearing that it takes most soldiers an entire career to
achieve—most never do.

Today she had on green camouflage ACUs and highly polished
black combat boots with zippers up the sides. She was wearing her
hair down again, hanging just a quarter inch above her shoulders,
touching in places. Not exactly regulation, but she was a brigade
commander and I guess she could shave the rules if she wanted to; and
I knew she was already doing that in other areas anyway.

Colonel Lindstrom came to the desk and stood at parade rest,
hands behind her back, elbows out, and eyes squarely on me. I looked
up from the file I was pretending to read and stared into her cool
brown eyes. Once again it hit me, Sheryl Lindstrom looked an awful lot
like Traci Brenner. Taller, deadlier, colder, but the resemblance was
impossible to miss. I wondered if perhaps this could be one of the
reasons Marcus Brenner was sleeping with her. Odd if it were. If you’re
gonna have an affair why pick a woman who resembles the one you’re
already married to?

“You must be Colonel Lindstrom,” I said casually.



She nodded, staring down at me with a very icy expression. After a
few moments of silence she began to tell me precisely what she
thought of the DSD and their snap-inspections every few months. She
complained that it was hard enough for her command to operate
without constant interruptions and harassments by DSD personnel.
She said that she intended to lodge a formal complaint with the
Pentagon regarding the number of inspections that her command had
received this year. The colonel also went on to say that as of that
moment she nor anyone under her command would be assisting me
any further and that I should leave the base immediately.

I sighed wearily and reminded the colonel that the Defense
Security Division had full authority by order of the Secretary of
Defense and it was beyond her authority to interfere with any DSD
personnel in the performance of their duty. Strictly speaking, I didn’t
have a clue as to what the actual authority of DSD was, but I was pretty
sure that an Army bird didn’t have the juice to push it around.
Nonetheless, Colonel Lindstrom remained firm and ordered me to
leave the conference room and the base.

I sighed again, this time even more wearily, and closed the file on
the table. I stood and stared at the brigade commander and her X.O.
The X.O. seemed very nervous, clearly not liking the direction in which
his commanding officer had chosen to take them, but clearly not
wanting to oppose her either.

A difficult position for him to be in, but that was not my problem
at that moment. Actually I didn’t have a problem. I was just pushing
buttons to see what happened.

After a full minute of staring at me, Colonel Lindstrom turned to
her X.O. and nodded.

The lieutenant colonel then nodded to someone outside the door
and then I saw two armed MPs step into view. The X.O. told me that
they would escort me to my vehicle and then would follow me to the
main gate where I would surrender my visitors pass and vacate the
premises.

I didn’t comment, simply smiled and walked out. Before going
outside into the cold I took out my cell phone and made a quick call.
By the time I climbed into my vehicle a few minutes later my phone



was ringing. I explained to General Chen what had just happened and
he told me to sit tight.

Eleven minutes and thirteen seconds later the brigade executive
officer was rushing out to my vehicle and asking me to please return to
the colonel’s office. It seems that the Commanding Officer of the 3rd

JSB had experienced a change of heart. Or more likely had just had a
piece of her tight little ass chewed off by a short but tough little one-
star general.

When I entered the small but nicely furnished office belonging to
Sheryl Lindstrom a few minutes later she was standing behind her
desk with her hands behind her back. She did not look directly at me
throughout the entire brief encounter, but she did apologize for her
abrupt behavior and informed me that she would cooperate with me in
any way I required.

I could have been a prick at that point but decided not to. The
knife had been twisted deep enough. However, I did have a request.

Lindstrom really wasn’t in the mood, but forced herself to inquire
about my request.

Needless to say she wasn’t happy with it, but she knew there was
no choice, so she agreed.

And it was because of this request that I was now driving onto
Camp Williams on this overcast and snowy Tuesday morning.

Oh, and by the way, as I had exited Lindstrom’s office on Monday
afternoon I passed several senior NCOs who appeared to be leaving a
meeting just down the hall. The last one to pass me was the senior
Intelligence NCO, a first sergeant that I had become intimately
familiar with in recent days; although not nearly as familiar as he had
become with his commanding officer.

Brenner nodded with cool detachment as he went by, his eyes
glancing into Lindstrom’s inner office for the briefest of moments. Our
first meeting, of sorts.

But I knew it wouldn’t be our last.



Chapter 51

As I had learned from the information forwarded to me by Shelbee
Roberts, Camp Williams is one of three western U.S. regional
Continuity of Government sites designed to be used as secure locations
for a select group of government officials who would run the country
in the event of a catastrophic emergency. It is one of the most secure
locations on the planet, and just to make sure this is the case there are
frequent random and unannounced tests of that security and
operational readiness. Today the 3rd JSB would be conducting such a
test and Colonel Lindstrom was personally overseeing the operation.

After clearing the front gate I was escorted by MP vehicle to the
staging area where the senior staff was meeting. This morning I was
wearing jeans, boots, a black pullover, and my heavy black zip-up
jacket with the hood. I also wore my trusty black knit cap and black
leather gloves. After parking my second rental near several staff cars I
climbed out and zipped my jacket up all the way. It was rather nippy
this morning.

The lead MP from the escort vehicle climbed out and waited until I
walked around the other side of my car, then led me over to the tent
where Colonel Lindstrom and her people were meeting. It was barely
light out so far but the area was lit by several portable light trees
around the perimeter.

The MP stepped into the tent and announced me, then stood aside
as I entered.

The tent was small and not very much head room was offered.
Everyone inside seemed to be stooped just a bit, especially Colonel
Lindstrom as she stood over six feet tall. She and several others were
gathered around the single metal table in the middle and studying
what appeared to be blue prints. They all had on heavyweight green
camouflage ACUs with their berets worn at regulation angle, each of



them wearing black leather gloves, and each of them wearing a
sidearm. For some reason I found this just a tad bit uncomfortable,
but then I wasn’t exactly unarmed myself and the weight of the Glock
pistol on my right hip under my jacket did offer a nice counterbalance.

Colonel Lindstrom glanced up at me as I entered. I think she
initially tried to smile but just couldn’t bring herself to do it, instead
nodding and going back to what she had been doing. A sergeant first
class was briefing everyone and I stood in back and listened, glancing
around. There were fourteen people crowded in the small tent, eight
officers and six enlisted; four female, ten male. It took me about thirty
seconds before I spotted Marcus Brenner in back on the opposite side
from where I stood.

He was dressed just as everyone else, but I couldn’t see his lower
body so I had to guess he was armed. Traci had told me that his
preferred sidearm was a Heckler & Koch USP .45 automatic—and that
he was very good with it; which I was pretty sure of anyway, given
what he did for a living.

Brenner glanced over at me and his eyes seemed quite cold. He
made no attempt to disguise his dislike of me and I suspected that
Colonel Lindstrom had been filling him in about my presence.
Curiously I wondered if his expression would be any different if he
knew that I had been fucking his wife—intermittently—for nearly a
decade now. I wasn’t sure but suspected he’d be even more put off.

I held his gaze for maybe thirty seconds and then looked over at
Sheryl Lindstrom. Her brow was furrowed and her concentration was
total. She listened to everything that the briefing NCO was saying and
took it all in. Once he finished the colonel asked two questions and the
NCO promptly answered them. She then turned to the others to see if
they had any questions. Her X.O. did but no one else.

The briefing concluded, the X.O. dismissed the staff and then he
and Colonel Lindstrom remained in the tent, along with First Sergeant
Marcus Brenner. Once the four of us were alone Colonel Lindstrom
came over and put out her hand. We shook and she told me that in
about thirty minutes the test would begin. It would take approximately
six hours and during that time no one would be allowed on or off the
base.



“I understand, Colonel,” I said.
She stared at me some more, her eyes never blinking. Then she

nodded.
“About yesterday,” she began slowly. “Look, I’m sorry about that.

It’s just that lately my unit has been pushed pretty hard and I wasn’t
having the best of days. It’s no excuse, my behavior was unprofessional
and I apologize. I just want you to understand that for most of the past
decade I and many of those under my command have been in one war
zone after another. We serve our country at the tip of the spear and it’s
just a little insulting to have to constantly account to the people at the
Pentagon, most of whom have never seen combat and never will.”

I nodded.
“I understand, Colonel,” I replied coolly. “But you should

understand that we all have jobs to do. No one’s job is more important
than anyone else’s. Just because you serve in combat doesn’t allow you
special exceptions. That is the job you chose, no one made you
volunteer. If you didn’t want it you shouldn’t have joined. Our
responsibility at the Defense Security Division is to make sure that you
people are doing your jobs as you should be, and if you are then you
shouldn’t mind the scrutiny. But if you aren’t, then we have to know
that and fix it promptly. It isn’t personal, Colonel. Your service and
that of your people is greatly appreciated, but it does not excuse you
from oversight.”

I had delivered that brief speech with as much bureaucratic
pomposity as I could muster this early in the morning, knowing just
the effect it would have on career military personnel who had shed
blood for their country. At the moment I was most concerned about
Sheryl Lindstrom’s reaction, but was mindful of Brenner and the X.O.
as well, especially Brenner.

Colonel Lindstrom’s face drained of color and her jaw went tight.
She was mad enough to spit and I could have sworn that her right
hand twitched as it hung near the holstered Beretta M9 on her right
thigh, but she didn’t reach for it. That was probably a good thing. For
her.

She turned on her heels and marched out of the tent. The X.O.
quickly followed her but Marcus Brenner remained behind. His



expression was even colder than before, his eyes unblinking.
I stood staring back at him, knowing that my expression was

completely devoid of everything, a look that I had mastered over the
years. Cold and empty, some call it my graveyard or death-mask look.
Many people have cowered under the glare of that expression, but not
Marcus Brenner. He was a hardened combat veteran who had faced
death too many times to be frightened by a hard stare from the likes of
me.

Again I thought of his reaction should he ever learn about his wife
and me. In particular if he were to discover just how much she really
loved taking me into that sweet little mouth of hers. Not to mention
her tight little…

A couple minutes later the Special Forces first sergeant executed a
perfect right face and marched out of the tent himself.

The first phase of the plan was working well. I just had to keep up
the pressure and see what happened. I also had to be mindful of the
fact that I was in the middle of an armed camp of people who didn’t
particularly care for me and one word from their commander could
leave me the victim of a tragic “friendly fire” accident.

This probably explained why I was wearing Kevlar today.
Always prepared.
Works for the boy scouts, works Derrick Olin.



Chapter 52

Two afternoons later I was sitting in my hotel room with Kimiko
Tanaka. It was snowing heavily outside and very cloudy. Even so—
unlike in my home state of Alabama—everything was still open, up,
and functioning. A local had told me that they didn’t shut the city
down unless the snow was up past the roofs of their cars. They’ve got
plenty of plows that work around the clock to keep the streets clear. So
far they appear to be doing a good job in the area that I can see around
the hotel.

It was a little after one-thirty and Kimi had arrived about forty-
five minutes ago with Chinese food from a takeout place just a few
blocks away. I made a bad joke about a Japanese chick going into a
Chinese joint for food and Kimi simply gave me a withering look as she
set everything out on the desk.

Once the food was distributed, Kimi took out some kind IPod
device and set it on the table, pressing the play button. We listened to
a recording as we ate, neither of us saying anything, just listening and
eating.

The recording lasted for quite a while after we were done eating
and we continued to sit quietly. Some time later, staring out the
window at the falling snow, I finally decided that I’d heard enough,
and signaled Kimi to turn it off.

“How long does that part go on?” I asked.
“Quite a while,” the former Koancho operative told me matter-of-

factly. “I have to admit to being a little jealous myself.”
I shook my head, staring at her.
“I’m nauseous,” I told her. “Do they talk anymore after this?”
“Yes,” she said. “About thirty-five minutes later. I’ve marked the

spot and we can skip to it if you like.”
This time I gave her the withering look.



“So you’re telling me that you only made me listen to that to see if
I would squirm?”

Kimi grinned herself and pressed a couple of buttons on the IPod.
A few seconds later we were listening to another conversation being
had between two people, this time a bit more relaxed than before, but
still tinged with a fair amount of tension and anxiety, especially in the
voice of the female speaker.

For his part the male speaker was trying to calm her, reason with
her, make promises that he probably shouldn’t be making. But the
female was not easy to dissuade. She was angry, frustrated, and she
had lost all patience. One sentence that she uttered really concerned
me: “If you don’t take care of it soon, then you know I will!”

A promise and a threat.
And I was pretty sure that I knew who it pertained to.
At this point there was more heated nonverbal communication.

Kimi told me that this session lasted for almost an hour and that parts
of it were even disturbing to her. I found this a bit hard to believe,
given what I knew about my Japanese comrade, however after staring
into her dark eyes for a few moments I realized that she wasn’t joking.
Unfortunately I also realized that I was going to have to listen for
myself.

Kimi had been right, it was disturbing. I thought I had heard and
seen everything, or most of it. But apparently there were still things
that could surprise; and appall.

Kimi told me that there was nothing more of significance on the
recording. I took her word for it and she shut the IPod off.

I stood up and stretched my back. It hadn’t been aching as much
the last couple of days. That was a relief. I hadn’t been working out
much since I’d been in Utah and that had probably helped in the
healing process, but I felt a little sluggish, never wanting to go for too
long without exercise.

I turned back and looked at Kimi sitting in the chair beside the
desk.

“Well we have our answer,” I said quietly.
She nodded.
“We do,” she said. “Now you have to decide what to do with it.”



“Yeah,” I said. “Suggestions?”
Kimi shook her head.
“Sorry, Derrick. You’re the boss on this. I’m just the muscle.”
“Hardly,” I told her. “Anything but actually.”
“Maybe,” Kimi conceded, glancing at her watch. “But I still think it

would be best if you came to the conclusion on your own. And besides,
I need to be going. I’ve got somebody to keep an eye on later today.”

She stood up and stared at me for a long time. I stood and stared
back. After a couple of minutes I walked her to the door and then came
back and sat at the desk, leaning back and thinking for a long time.

Finally I nodded to myself, the decision made.
In truth it had been made a long time ago. It was generally my

policy after all. Just like the song. The Policy of Truth.
[11]

I stood up again and took my cell phone from my belt, pressing a
speed-dial number and waiting for the line to be answered on the
other end. As the phone rang and I waited, there was apprehension
building in my gut and my resolve faltered somewhat. But once the
line was answered on the other end I knew that I was committed.

In for a penny…



Chapter 53

Traci Brenner had stayed home today, wanting to be there just in
case the weather worsened and the schools closed early, making it
necessary for her to go pick up her son. When I arrived at five after two
she opened the front door wearing a beige sweater that hung down
middle-ways to her thighs, faded blue jeans, and brown boots. She also
had some sort of gold string belt tied around her waist and it
accentuated her slender figure. I liked it. I also liked the smile on her
face. Too bad it wouldn’t be there for long.

I heard yapping from somewhere inside the house and a moment
later JJ ran out and jumped up on me. I bent and gave him a pat and
then picked him up and carried him inside. Traci closed the door and
led me into the den at the back of the first floor. She said she’d been in
there working on a proposal for most of the day and just had a few
things to look over before wrapping up. She’d made some tea a little
while ago and asked if I wanted some. I really didn’t but told her I did.

When she brought the tea into the den I was seated on the small
sofa in the far corner, the IPod that Kimi Tanaka had left in my room
now setting on the coffee table. Traci put two saucers and two cups of
tea down on the table and then came around and sat next to me, her
thigh pressing against mine. She was still smiling when she reached
over and picked up one of the cups, taking a sip and casually
mentioning that her son had called her at lunch and asked for
permission to stay late at school—weather permitting—because one of
the science teachers was putting on a really cool presentation for the
honors students. Traci had granted her permission before knowing
that I was coming over and I could tell she was glad of that now. This
would not last much longer, of course.

I let my cup of tea remain on the coffee table while I turned to look
at her.



“You look so serious, Derrick,” Traci said. “But then when do you
not look serious? Has something happened?”

I nodded.
“Yes,” I said.
She continued to stare at me over the rim of her cup, her lips very

close to it. Then she put the cup back down on the saucer and her face
became serious, hints of apprehension around the corners of her eyes
and mouth.

“Tell me,” she said.
I indicated the IPod on the table.
“There’s something you have to hear,” I told her. “And it’s

something that you are not going to like hearing. But you need to, at
least most of it.”

“What is it?” she asked hesitantly.
I hesitated before responding.
“A recording that I asked Kimi Tanaka to make,” I explained. “I’ve

learned some things in the past week that I have not shared with you
yet because I wasn’t sure how or even if they pertained to your
situation. Now, with the attaining of this recording, I have no doubt
that they have a direct bearing on it.”

Traci’s eyes were full of uncertainty now, but in the set of her jaw I
could see resolution building as well. She swallowed hard and then
cleared her throat.

“Okay,” she said. “If you say I need to hear this then I take you at
your word, Derrick. I trust you with my life. I have trusted you with my
life. Play it.”

I hesitated once more, wishing that I did not have to do this, also
knowing that I had no choice either.

Nodding, I pressed the play button and then sat back watching as
a woman of whom I had grown very fond over the years listened to
something that I knew would break her heart.

And it did…



Chapter 54

Not a single tear fell from Traci’s translucent brown eyes the
entire time she listened to the recording. She sat almost perfectly still,
her eyes focused on the little IPod on her coffee table, her hands folded
in her lap with her legs crossed right over left. And she listened very
intently. The only visible sign of discomfort was the rising color on her
neck and face. Prior to this occasion I had only seen this reaction in
her when she was about to achieve orgasm, but I knew this was not the
case now, so anger and disgust must affect her in a similar fashion.
Interesting.

Traci had insisted on listening to all of it, not wanting anything
skipped, and I relented, figuring that she had the right. However I do
have to say that sitting and listening to the whole thing with her was
probably the most unpleasant thing that I have ever experienced. This

includes once being captured and tortured by a sadist for a week.
[12]

At three-thirty the recording ended and I shut off the IPod,
picking it up and placing it in the right pocket of my jacket. JJ came
into the room from wherever he had gone after I put him down. He
jumped up on the sofa on the space between where I and his mistress
sat and put his head in her lap. Traci stared down at him for a moment
and then placed her hand on his back, gently stroking his coat for a
few seconds.

Then she was suddenly on her feet and her face was red, filled
with anger and hate. JJ sensed the immediate mood change and
recoiled from her, jumping into my lap. I put an arm around him while
keeping my eyes on Traci.

She was enraged and looked as if she might strike something. She
settled for kicking the coffee table over along with our teacups. JJ
yapped and started squirming against me. I held him close and tried to
keep him calm as I stood. It didn’t do any good and he struggled all the



more. Finally I bent down and released him on the floor and he
scurried out of the room. A part of me kind of wished I could join him.

“That MOTHER FUCKER!” spat Traci. “How dare he do this?
How dare that fucking bastard! How…”

And now the tears came. She couldn’t speak anymore, and her
balance wavered. I moved over and took her in my arms, holding her
close, giving support and comfort.

Traci wept openly for about fifteen minutes. I stood and held her
and occasionally glanced down at the overturned coffee table and the
broken teacups. It was a mess but one that could be easily repaired.

I suspected this was not the case for Traci Benner’s marriage and
family. It would never be repaired, and that was probably a really good
thing for all concerned. Maybe even for me as well.

Traci pulled back a little and wiped her eyes with her fingers. She
would not make eye contact and I finally lifted her chin with a
forefinger and made her look at me.

“I’m sorry about this, Traci,” I told her in a low tone, meaning
every word I spoke. “I truly am. I know there isn’t much that can be
said right now that will make you feel any better, but I want you to
know…”

She put her fingers to my lips and shushed me.
“Don’t say anything else,” she demanded. “Not one word. You

come with me now, right now, and I’ll show you how you can make
this better for me.”

Before I could respond she took me by the hand and led me from
the den, down the hall toward the stairs. JJ was lying on the sofa in the
living room, a look of uncertainty on his little black and white face. He
stood up cautiously as we walked through the living room. Traci
glanced at him and said sit, and he did just that.

As we went up the stairs she continued to hold on to my hand,
never looking back. I stared at her back as we ascended the stairs,
inevitably glancing down at her small buttocks as it swayed
underneath her sweater. I could feel myself becoming tumescent with
each step.

In my mind I knew better than to entertain such thoughts, but
right now I don’t think my mind was really in control of events.



Kimiko Tanaka and Reuven Eckstein would most definitely not
approve, and if I were totally honest right now, I’d have to conclude
that I did not approve either. However, at this particular moment in
time, I really didn’t care.

Traci took me into her bedroom, the one she shared with her
husband Marcus Brenner. She shut the door and then put her arms
around my neck, her sleek little body pressed very tightly against
mine. Her eyes were moist but she wasn’t crying, and actually I believe
she was smiling a little, if somewhat strained.

Her voice was hoarse when she spoke, but I understood every
word because we were so close to one another.

“Fuck me, Derrick,” she whispered, her eyes unblinking. “Fuck me
right here, right now, on that bed. Make me feel you all the way inside
me, in every part of me. I want you to do everything you’ve ever done
to me, and everything you’ve ever wanted to do. All of it. Use me, fuck
me, make me come, come in me, whatever you like. Whatever you
want.”

Yeah, I was hard now, and it hurt.
Not nearly as much as it was going to though. I really shouldn’t do

this. But I’ve done a lot of things that I shouldn’t have over the years,
none nearly as pleasurable as this was likely to be.

Screw it!
I kissed Traci gently on the mouth and then carefully undid the

belt at her waist, letting it drop to the floor.
The kiss was the last gentle thing that I did to Traci that afternoon.

And I wasn’t particularly careful either.
Both of us seemed to enjoy that a lot.



Chapter 55

I was empty.
Depleted.
Spent.
Completely drained.
Not to mention utterly content.
Now if I could only catch my breath and stop sweating so damn

much.
Traci was lying on her stomach in the middle of the king-sized bed

that she and Marcus Brenner shared, her face buried in a pillow, legs
and feet spread several inches apart. I was lying on her back,
supporting my upper body with my hands pressed into the mattress on
either side of her, my lower body pressed right up against hers.

We were both naked, both sweating, both breathing heavily, and
both giggling. I pressed into her once more and Traci moaned softly,
inhaling sharply and raising her head from the pillow, turning to look
at me over her left shoulder. She looked exhausted, but happy too.
Pleased. Maybe even fulfilled. Actually I knew for a fact that she was
quite filled at the moment.

“Ooooh, I like that,” she teased.
So I did it again, then leaned down and kissed the back of her neck

beneath her hairline.
“I like it too,” I said, gently moving on top of her, keeping our

connection firm.
She arched her back and tilted her head so that she could almost

stare directly at me when she lifted her eyes far enough. I kissed her
forehead and moved around some more, sliding deeply into her again.

We were playing around, playing with each other, not thinking of
anything else at the moment, just enjoying the pleasure of one
another’s bodies. We both knew that there were much more serious



things that needed to be discussed, but at the moment neither of us
wanted to. Not me, and especially not her. So we didn’t.

Probably not the most logical position considering the fact of
where we were at the moment, and the possibility that her husband
could come home at any minute. Both of us knew this, understood it
perfectly, and neither of us seemed to care, least of all Traci. Not after
she had heard that recording. Now everything was out in the open, the
truth revealed, and it was not pretty in the least.

Still, for the moment she chose not to deal with it and I didn’t
push. Well, actually I did push, quite vigorously for a while there, but
not about serious things.

Traci put her head back down on the pillow, left side turned up.
She was smiling and content. The expression on her face just did
something to me that I couldn’t explain. It turned me into a sex-thirsty
beast and I slid my erection deeply into her once more. She responded
with the same low moan, and then a deeper groan that nearly triggered
another release.

“Jesus, Derrick,” she breathed. “I thought you came already.”
“I did,” I told her. “And very shortly I’m going to again. Right

inside you again. Gonna fill you up with me, baby.”
Traci laughed and opened her eyes.
“That’s already happened,” she said. “I’m already full of you.”
“I know,” I whispered, nibbling on her ear. “But I’ve got more to

give.”
Traci giggled and moaned again, her sphincter tightening around

my erection.
“Fuck me again, Derrick! Fuck me good and hard, make me

scream my goddamn head off!”
That seemed like an admirable goal to me.
So I went for it.



Chapter 56

At five o’clock it had become dark outside. Traci and I sat in the
middle of the bed, she in a white terrycloth bathrobe and me still
naked with the covers up to my waist. She had just gotten off the
phone with her son and he said he’d be home before seven. The snow
had slackened substantially and the roads were in good condition. He
and another friend were going to get a ride from the other boy’s
mother when they were finished at the school. As I listened to Traci
talk to her son I detected no hint of the turmoil that I knew she was
going through. She managed to convey a sense of normalcy for her son
that I new no longer existed in this house, if it ever had.

Now we sat side-by-side and I held the IPod in my hand once
more. Traci leaned her head against my bare shoulder and told me to
press Play. So I did.

Just a brief bit of background. While I was at Camp Williams the
other day doing everything I could to push Sheryl Lindstrom’s buttons
and get her good and agitated, I had tasked Kimiko Tanaka to go over
to the colonel’s off-base apartment in Stockton and wire it for sound.
Being an expert on covert infiltration and electronic eavesdropping,
this posed no great problem for the former Koancho operative.

My goal during the security exercise at Camp Williams had been
to frustrate Colonel Lindstrom, to make her angry, to put her in such a
state that it would drive her to seek relief. I knew that as a decorated
Special Forces veteran her relief-seeking might well be in the form of
violence directed at me, but I was prepared for that, and reasonably
confident that she could control her darker impulses for the time
being. Hopefully anyway.

Which meant the colonel would have to seek relief someplace else.
For people involved in illicit affairs—a subject about which I happen to
have some degree of knowledge—they often seek to relieve their



frustrations by engaging in risky and reckless sexual encounters with
their secret paramours at the earliest opportunity. I could tell by the
brutal expression in Sheryl Lindstrom’s eyes by the conclusion of the
exercise that she was in desperate need of a substantial release.

To ensure this I went even further than I should have, going up to
her and telling her that I had not been impressed with the way her unit
had conducted the security test at Camp Williams and intended to
bring this to the attention of General Chen. Her pupils became so
small at that point and her skin colored so that for a moment I thought
she might have a stroke, but her X.O. was close by enough to intervene
and he pulled her away, speaking calmly into her ear. Also nearby was
First Sergeant Brenner. His glare was icy, but not nearly as unbalanced
as the colonel’s seemed to be. And that’s when I realized just how nuts
she probably was, everything suddenly coming into focus. I was pretty
sure I knew what all of this had been about. I just needed a little proof.
And thanks to Kimi Tanaka I now had it.

Listening to the recordings from later that night and early the next
morning had confirmed everything. Marcus Brenner had called Traci
to tell her that he was on a forty-eight hour alert and would not be able
to return home until late Thursday night at the earliest—tonight. This
was a lie, of course. He had gone directly from Tooele later that
evening to the apartment in Stockton, confirmed by Kimi Tanaka on
surveillance duty. As far as I knew he was probably still there, but he’d
have to leave eventually; and so would Colonel Lindstrom.

This time when we listened to the recording Traci Brenner did so
with her eyes closed and the expression on her face almost peaceful.
She had her answers now and was resolved with what had to come. I
believe she was actually relieved, and about more than simply solving
the mystery surrounding the attacks against her. I believe she was
relieved because she now understood that the life she had been leading
for the past decade had not been one of her choosing, or even of her
liking, and it was time to do something about that.

Of course I might have been projecting some of my feelings onto
her, but I didn’t think so. I like to think I can read people, especially
women I’ve been sleeping with for a while. I believe I’m right about
Traci, and that leads me to a lot of other questions. Chief among them



is what happens between us if Traci is ready to do what I think she is?
The recording ended and I shut off the player. Traci remained as

she had been before, eyes still closed, head against my arm. I stared at
her for a long time, trying to discern what I really felt—beyond obvious
lust. Was it possible that I had real true feelings for her? Was it
possible for us to have a relationship that was out in the open where
everyone could see it? Did I actually want that? Did Traci?

Too many questions to consider now. And at the moment there
were more pressing considerations.

My cell phone was setting on the nightstand next to the bed. It
rang and I answered it, listening to Kimi Tanaka speak very clearly and
concisely. I thanked her and hung up.

Traci opened her eyes and looked up at me inquiringly.
“What?” she said.
“Marcus is enroute here,” I told her softly.
She stared at me for a long time, her bottom lip sucked back into

her mouth. Then she nodded and sat up.
“Then I guess we should get ready to face him,” she said calmly.
I sat up as well and looked over at her. Resolution was plain on

her fair skin, a few hints of red on her thin cheeks.
“Alright,” I said, pushing the covers off and putting my feet on the

floor. “Let’s do it.”
A shower first though, and then get dressed. I always found it

better to confront a guy about his involvement in a plot to harm his
wife when he didn’t know you’d just been fucking her in his bed.

Maybe we should change the sheets too.
But then maybe not. The chances were pretty good that Marcus

Brenner would never be sleeping in this bed again. Least of all if he
knew…

Shower and dress.
Reminisce later.
Traci showered first, and then I did.
Twenty minutes after dressing we were standing in the front room

of the house as Marcus Brenner’s key rattled in the lock and then the
doorknob started to turn.

Traci took a deep breath and slowly released it.



I did the same, feeling the reassuring weight of the Glock on my
right hip under my jacket.

Showtime!



Chapter 57

Marcus Brenner was dressed just as he had been the last time I
saw him a couple of days ago. Dark green camouflage ACUs, highly
polished black combat boots, and a regulation Special Forces beret
complete with the blackened rank insignia of an Army first sergeant
perfectly centered on the patch. He carried a small green duffel and I
was somewhat relieved to observe that he was not wearing his
sidearm, although I knew that it was probably inside the bag in his left
hand.

When he walked into the house one of the first things I noticed
was how exhausted he looked. I guess the colonel had kept him rather
busy these past two days.

Traci and I were standing in the middle of the room with the
coffee table and sofa behind us. To the right of the front door was a
large overstuffed easy chair and next to it an end table and lamp. The
lamp had been turned on along with the rest of the lights in this room.

At first I don’t think Brenner realized that anyone was in the room
besides his wife. Or maybe he thought his son was home. He could not
know that the boy would not be coming home for a while because I
had sent Kimi Tanaka to make sure he stayed a safe distance away
until the situation between his parents could be resolved. Traci had
called him at his friend’s house and explained that a “friend” was
coming over and that he should do exactly what she told him. I told
her not to worry. Kimi would be able to handle M.J. just fine, and most
normal fifteen year old boys would probably love being bossed around
by an attractive Japanese bodyguard. This had not made Traci smile
but she relented nonetheless, knowing that home was not the place for
her son to be at the moment.

Brenner dropped his duffel on the chair next to the door and
removed his beret, automatically closing and locking the door out of



habit, no thought behind his actions.
“God, I’m tied, baby,” he said after securing the door latch. “We

got any beer?”
His back was still to us and Traci didn’t respond.
Brenner finally turned and looked at us for the first time, and then

his face dropped into a look of incredulity as recognition settled in.
“What the fuck are you doing here, Sawyer?” he demanded. “You

have no right being here. It’s bad enough that you can fuck with my
command the way you have been for the past few days, but you have
no right to come here! Colonel Lindstrom is going to see to it that you
are held accountable for messing with the brigade the way you have
been. You’ve got no right to be here. Get out of my house right now or
by god I’ll beat you to death!”

His face had gone red and his eyes were seething with anger and
rage. I also noticed that his fists had tightened into balls at his sides
and there was a trace of salvia on the right side of his mouth just under
his mustache. However, he had not advanced in my direction and I
found that telling, seeing as how I was standing beside his wife in his
house and she didn’t seem to mind one bit.

“First Sergeant Brenner,” I addressed him formally and calmly.
“Please listen to me carefully.”

“Don’t you give me orders in my own house, goddamnit!” he
raged, now taking a step toward me, raising his left fist. “Goddamnit
nobody tells me what to do in my own house!”

“Shut up, Marcus!” Traci shouted at him, the skin on the side of
her neck now turning red as well. “Shut your lying fucking mouth! You
bastard!”

I don’t know if Marcus Brenner had ever heard such language
from his wife, but even if he had it was clear that at this moment it
shocked him. He stared at her with his mouth agape and could not
seem to find his voice.

Traci stared back at him, her arms crossed over her small chest,
her angular jaw jutted toward her husband of sixteen years, and
everything in her stance showed disdain for the man.

“Traci, now listen,” Brenner stammered after a few more
moments, his voice not as strong as it had been when he was yelling at



me. “I don’t know what this guy’s been telling you. You can’t listen to
him. All those DSD guys make shit up, everybody knows that. That’s
their job, to get dirt on military units so they can fuck with Army
budgets and all. And if they can’t get stuff then they make it up. This
guy Sawyer has been fucking around my unit all week and he’s been
making trouble for Colonel Lindstrom, getting the general on her ass. I
don’t know why he came here but we can’t let him get between us,
baby. We gotta stick together. We’re a family.”

“You’re a liar, Marcus!” Traci replied, shaking her head angrily.
“You’re just a goddamn liar! Nothing you say is true. I know, Marcus. I
know it all. I know why you didn’t want me to go to the police when all
that stuff started happening to me. I know why you told me not to
worry. I know why you lied and told me that it might have something
to do with your work. I also know why you’ve been staying away from
home so much since we moved here, and it sure as hell isn’t about any
Army business. Although I know it does involve one particular Army
person!”

Marcus Brenner’s pupils suddenly widened and his mouth
dropped open again. He tried to speak but had trouble, having to clear
his throat several times before making another attempt.

“Now look, Traci,” he croaked, taking a step toward her. “You
don’t know what you’re talking about. This man is a liar. He’s a
professional liar. That’s what those DSD pukes do. They make shit up;
spread it around, ruin good people’s careers. People like Colonel
Lindstrom. Whatever he told you was a complete lie, a fabrication
made up to drive you away from me. You can’t listen to him. You don’t
know him like I do. You’re my wife, you gotta listen to me, baby,
please!”

“Marcus, you don’t know him at all,” Traci said in a condescending
tone, shaking her head slowly. “You’re the one who’s the liar, and the
fool. And I guess I’ve been one myself for a long time too. But not
anymore. I won’t do this any longer. This is going to end. Here and
now.”

Brenner took another step toward his wife and I moved in front of
her, keeping my hands down by my sides but ready to use them the
second it became necessary. I knew that the expression on my face was



cool and empty, an expression that had stilled the blood of many a
bully in the past, however, Marcus Brenner was not an ordinary bully.
He was a highly skilled combat soldier who had quite probably killed
with his bare hands before. He was probably not going to be so easy to
stare down.

But then I’m no slouch either, and I’ve been at this game for a long
time too. I believe that Marcus Brenner could sense this in my lack-of-
everything stare and it gave him pause. He stood his ground, his hands
down by his sides. The anger remained in his eyes, but was also
beginning to cloud with something else. Unless I missed my guess, I
think it might actually be a hint of despair. And the real surprise was
that for a moment there Marcus Brenner seemed on the verge of tears.

“You have no right to do this, Sawyer,” the Special Forces first
sergeant whispered just a few feet from me. “You have no right.”

I sighed.
“Marcus, first off, my name is not Tom Sawyer and I don’t work

for the Defense Security Division. My name is Derrick Olin and I’m a
professional bodyguard hired by your wife to protect her because you
wouldn’t.”

And his eyes became even wider now, and angrier. He glared past
me at his wife, and even though I couldn’t see her eyes at the moment,
I suspected Traci was defiantly staring right back at him.

Brenner shook his head slowly, disbelief masking his face.
“Baby, please…”
“Don’t baby me, Marcus! Don’t you dare. Not ever again. Not after

everything you’ve done. Not after what I heard on that tape.”
Brenner frowned harder, puzzling.
“What tape?” he demanded.
Traci put her hand on my shoulder.
“Play it for him, Derrick,” she said softly from behind me. “I want

him to hear it and then try to lie to me.”
I nodded, reaching into my pocket and pulling out Kimi’s IPod. I

pressed the play button and a few seconds later the first voice that
Marcus Brenner heard was that of his commanding officer, Colonel
Sheryl D. Lindstrom.

The second voice he heard was his own.



Once again his eyes widened in disbelief.
And once again he was left speechless.
So we all listened in silence.



Chapter 58

“Oh I’m just so frustrated right now, baby. That arrogant
baldheaded bastard just makes me nuts. I can’t stand him. I can’t
stand all those pencil-pushing little dicks at the Pentagon. That’s all
DSD is made up of. Little-dicked men who want to show how
important they are by coming around and fucking with the people
who are really important and really get the job done. I should have
just shot the bastard the first time I found out he was on the base.”

“I’m kind of glad you didn’t, Sheryl. If you had you’d be locked up
right now.”

“No I wouldn’t. If I had killed him I’d have found a way to justify
it. I haven’t spent more than twenty years in Intelligence and Special
Forces not to have learned how to cover up a murder. Wouldn’t be the
first time, you know.”

“Don’t talk about stuff like that, Sheryl. Remember the rule, what
happened in the past stays there.”

“We know a lot about each other, Markie. Too much to go getting
all shy now. We both know what the other is capable of. We’ve
covered each other a lot of years now. In more ways than one I might
add. I don’t have any reason to worry about you, do I?”

“Of course not, sweetie. You know you can trust me. I have
covered your back, you’re right. And you’ve covered mine. I care
about you, I would never hurt you.”

“Damn right you wouldn’t! You know what I’d do if you did.”
“No need for that kind of talk now, babe. I told you, I’ll do

whatever you want. I understand now. Really.”
“If that’s so then why haven’t you left her yet? Why don’t you

move into this place and be here with me?”
“Sheryl, I’ve told you before, it’s not that easy. Traci and I have

been married for a long time. And we got a son. I have to make



arrangements for him. Make sure his future is straight before I can
be with you. And you’ve got your husband.”

“He’s not relevant. You know that. I can leave him any time. We
don’t even sleep in the same bedroom anymore. I haven’t let him
touch me since before I went to Afghanistan the last time. It’s a
marriage in name only, and since I live on the base I can bar him
from my quarters or the whole fucking facility any time I want. You
should move in with me.”

“And how would that look, Colonel? A first sergeant and a full-
bird cohabitating? And both of them married. We’d be court-
martialed for sure and you’d never make general.”

“And you’d never make sergeant major, is that it? That’s more
important to you than me?”

“Sheryl, you know that isn’t important, at least not as important
as you, but it is something that we’ve both worked hard for. Our
careers. We’d be throwing all of that work away. I can’t believe you
want that.”

“Maybe you want to stay with your wife! Maybe you’ve been
lying to me all this time. Maybe you’re really in love with her and
want to stay with her. Is that it? Is that it?! Because if you betray me
you know what I’ll do, Markie. I told you that already. I was just
fooling around before, but you know me, you know what I can do. I’ll
kill that bitch dead if I have to! And if you can’t seem to part with
your son…”

“Don’t you dare say that, Sheryl! I’m warning you!”
“Ha, ha, ha, ha, ha! Warning me? Really? You don’t warn me,

First Sergeant! I warn you! That’s the way this relationship works. I
told you that in the beginning. Don’t go trying to change the rules
now. You know momma wouldn’t like that. So don’t test me.”

“Sheryl…”
“Not Sheryl! Momma. Say it.”
“Sweetie…”
“Say it Goddamnit, say it! Say it!”
“Momma, please.”
“Now that’s better. That’s all better. Come over here. We haven’t

been together in a couple of days and momma really needs to relax



right now. And since I can’t kill that DSD puke just yet, the next best
thing I can do is get laid. Get out of those ACUs right now, First
Sergeant. And then get on your knees right over there by the couch.”

“Yes, Colonel.”
The conversation ceased at that point, except for some mumbled

instructions, followed by moaning, grunting, shrieking, giggling, and
some other really disturbing vocalisms. This went on for quite a while,
and at the conclusion there was more conversation, but this time the
two speakers were much more relaxed, especially the woman.

“Oh, Markie, baby, you have many good skills as a soldier, but
you really excel in the art of physical pleasure-giving. That is to say,
you really know how to fuck! I like fucking you. Always have. That
first time back in ’01 when we were in Kandahar, right out there
behind those rocks in the middle of the night. It was so spontaneous,
so wicked and raw, and so fucking good. At any moment somebody
could have come up on us, friend or foe, and that made it all the more
exciting.”

“I’ll say. God I had never thought of doing something like that.
Least of all with a field grade officer. And in the field. But I have to
admit, first time I saw you I was wondering what it would be like to
get you naked. Wondered what you’d sound like when I fucked you,
how you felt when you came, how you tasted…”

“You like the way momma tastes?”
“Yes, ma’am. I really do.”
“Good, then why don’t you come back over here and go down on

me again.”
“Yes, ma’am…”
More inaudible comments and very loud sexual noises. Marcus

Brenner had slumped on the living room sofa and closed his eyes, all
resolve gone from him, along with any remaining hope. Traci Brenner
stood near the entrance to the dining room holding JJ in her arms,
cuddling him as he squirmed against her. Most of the anger had
seeped from her now, replaced by growing dejection. This was the
third time she had heard the recording and now she was becoming
numbed by it. Probably not a good idea for her to hear it anymore.

I pressed the stop button and put the IPod back in my jacket



pocket. Traci glanced over at me, tears streaming from her eyes. She
hugged the dog even tighter and he yelped. She bent down and
released him and then ran from the room.

Marcus Brenner sat up and opened his eyes, glancing over and
seeing JJ staring at him. The dog suddenly scurried from the room in
pursuit of his mistress. Some say that dogs are good judges of
character, maybe they’re right.

Brenner looked at me, barely able to meet my eyes.
“Who the hell are you anyway?” he said in a low whisper. “What

gives you the right to come into my home and do this? You have no
right. You impersonated a federal agent from the Pentagon, that’s a
federal crime. I can have you arrested for that.”

“Right now I think you’re in a lot more trouble than I am, First
Sergeant,” I said simply, a little wearily, standing just five feet from
where he sat. “In addition to the UCMJ violations that you and Colonel
Lindstrom are obviously guilty of, there is also the matter of your
complicity in the attacks on your wife. You might not have known what
Lindstrom was going to do in advance, but you certainly knew about it
once everything started to happen. And you didn’t do anything to stop
her. That’s a crime too, First Sergeant. And under military law the
penalties will be a lot stiffer.”

“Look, Sawyer, or whatever your name is. This is a lot more
complicated than you know. It’s not how that tape makes it seem.
Yeah, I been fuckin’ her off and on since we were in Afghanistan
together back in 2001, but for me it was just sex, just a good time.
She’s pretty hot for a stiff-ass bitch. I mean, come on, you gotta know
what a turn-on it is for a guy to get to nail his boss. Especially in the
Army. She ain’t the first officer I fucked. But she is the kinkiest. She
likes all kinds of weird shit. And hell, so do I. Stuff I know my wife
would never do, so I gotta get it somewhere, right?”

If he only knew, I thought. But now was not the time to go into
that. Maybe someday soon though.

“First Sergeant, I don’t care what it was between you and Colonel
Lindstrom. My only concern is for the safety of Traci and M.J.”

“Hey, you think I don’t care about my wife and kid?” he spat.
“’Course I do. That’s why I been tryin’ to keep the crazy bitch calm.



You ain’t helped much with that, believe me. All the shit you been
pullin’ at the base got her going nuts. That’s why I couldn’t come home
the past couple of days. She was all on me, wouldn’t let me leave her
apartment. Told me I had to stay with her. All she wanted was sex, sex,
sex, the more painful the better. Damn near killed me. I had to keep
her calm so she wouldn’t go after Traci again. You heard her. You
heard what she said about Marcus, Junior too. I was just doing what I
had to to keep my family safe. I had no choice!”

Interesting, I thought. And I’m sure in his mind he believed every
word. Or most of them. Didn’t really matter to me at the moment; or
ever. Marcus “Markie” Brenner was not my concern. Traci and Marcus
Brenner, Junior were.

“Get on your feet, Brenner,” I told him in a low but firm tone.
“And get your coat back on. We’re leaving.”

He stared at me with a hard frown, unsure. The resolution in my
voice and on my face told him that I was prepared to deal with any
resistance offered, and despite who and what he was, at that moment
he had the good sense to be a little afraid of me.

Suddenly the front door opened to my right and Reuven Eckstein
walked in wearing jeans, a dark blue sweater, and a heavy black
leather jacket. Marcus Brenner started and I held up a hand.

“Just a friend,” I told him. “He’s going to stay here and look after
Traci while we’re out. Another friend is looking after your son. He’s
perfectly safe and I intend to do whatever I have to to make sure he
stays that way; Traci as well.”

Brenner looked from Reuven to me and back several times. He
was probably more frightened now than he had ever been at any other
time in his life, a place of great uncertainty for him.

He exhaled deeply and then stood from the sofa, picking up his
ACU jacket and putting it back on. He said nothing as I gave Reuven a
few brief instructions. When I finished Brenner preceded me out the
front door. I lingered in the doorway for just a moment, glancing back
toward the dining room door. I wanted to go and see Traci before
leaving, to hold and comfort her, but that would have to wait. If I held
her now I might lose some of my resolve, and I would need all of it to
see this thing through to the end.



At the moment I didn’t know how this was going to go, but I
suspected it would not go well. There was more pain to come for a lot
of people. But this all had to end, and it had to end right now. Traci
had to be safe and so did her son. As for the rest…

I didn’t have an answer.
And maybe that was the answer.



Chapter 59

“How do you know my wife?”
It was a question that I knew he would eventually ask, and was

prepared for it. A part of me wanted to tell him the truth, but right
now was still not the time. He deserved to be hurt for all that he had
put his wife through, but in all honesty, Traci hadn’t exactly been
faithful to him either. Still, her infidelity hadn’t led to someone trying
to hurt him.

“I’m from Birmingham,” I said casually, maneuvering my
Trailblazer around the darkened curve of Route 73. “I work there
primarily, and several years ago I was doing some work for a local
domestic violence shelter. Traci used to come up from Mobile to teach
equestrian classes to the kids of battery victims. We met during one of
the classes. A woman I was hired to look after was there with her kids
and her Ex showed up and tried to force them to leave with him. I had
to intervene.”

I was looking straight ahead at the road but could see Brenner
looking at me via my peripheral vision. His gaze was curious and
unsure. There were more questions he wanted to ask, but was
uncertain if he wanted the answers.

“I was with the 5th back then,” he said after a pause. “We lived
down in Mobile but her folks had a place up near Birmingham. I
remember Traci writing to me when she started teaching those classes.
Said she got roped into it by a friend of hers but really started liking it.
When we moved to Montana she really missed going up to
Birmingham and teaching those classes. I never really understood why
though.”

“She saw people who needed help,” I said. “People in trouble, and
the kids were all innocent. She liked helping them.”

“And you became friends?” he asked as casually as he could.



I really wanted to tell him the truth.
Yes, Markie, old boy. Your lovely little wife and I became great

friends. And then we became lovers because you were always away
from home and neglecting her. She was lonely and unhappy and we
got together as often as we could and fucked our brains out. My god
is your wife good at it. She loves everything I do to her, and she’s a
very creative soul. And let me tell you something about her flexibility.
She can bend her sexy legs so far back…

“Kind of,” I replied nonchalantly. “I often had to go to Oak
Mountain State Park when she taught her classes and there were a
couple of other occasions when I had to intervene.”

“You mean you had to punch somebody’s lights out, right?” he
said.

I nodded briefly.
“Something like that,” I said. “Anyway, one time this guy was

trying to grab his kid and Traci was closest so she stepped between
him and the boy. The guy got really pissed and he yelled at her to get
out of his way, but Traci held her ground, wouldn’t budge, protecting
the kid behind her. This guy was about four inches taller and a
hundred pounds heavier than your wife but she didn’t back down one
bit.”

“Did he hurt her?” Brenner asked with an almost touching
concern.

“No,” I said simply. “I got there before that. She was fine. After the
situation was dealt with she and I had a talk, got to know each other a
little better. A few times after that we saw each other around the
shelters, talked some more. I gave her one of my business cards and
she gave me one of hers.”

“So that’s how she knew to contact you when all this started?” he
surmised. “She kept your card?”

“I would say so,” I replied.
“Well I’m glad you were there that day when that guy came after

her. I know you might not believe this, considering what’s happening
now and all, but I really do love my wife and I don’t want to see her
hurt. I want to thank you for looking out for her back then.” There was
a long pause before he continued, looking away from me and staring



out the window. “And for being here for her now,” he said in a hoarse
whisper.

The silence stretched for a long time after that, and he did not
speak again until we were rounding the last corner and coming up to
the gates of Tooele Army Depot.

“God I can’t believe this is all happening. This is gonna be so bad.
Everything is going to come out and ruin a lot of things that shouldn’t
have to be. Look, Olin, if you’ll just agree to let me go and see her
before you talk to the general, I know I can reason with her now that
it’s all come out. She’ll back off, I know she will, and then we can keep
this private.”

I slowed as we approached the gate.
“Marcus, are you really that dumb?” I said, glancing at him briefly.

“You know that Sheryl Lindstrom has lost it. She’s obsessed with you
and doesn’t want to hear anything other than you are hers. And if you
don’t comply with her demands, then she’ll come after your family. I
heard the recording of your encounter the other day. You lived it.
Don’t try to tell me you think she can be rational at this point. The only
way I can see to handle this is to talk to General Chen and then have
him formally relieve her of command and restrict her to quarters.
After he makes sure that all of her weapons are confiscated, of course.”

I stopped at the gate and one of the MPs came over. Brenner
fished out his base ID and I held up my phony DSD credentials. The
MP saluted sharply and then stepped back, raising the arm that
blocked the entrance.

I nodded at him and then proceeded onto the grounds.
Marcus Brenner slumped back in his seat and closed his eyes. He

was shaking his head slowly from side to side and moaning softly. This
was definitely not the image of the man I had imagined all those years
ago when Traci and I had first become involved. Guess that just goes
to show you can’t accurately assess someone without firsthand
observation.

Oh, well… time to see the man in charge.



Chapter 60

I had already called Brigadier General Xian Chen on his cell phone
and told him that there was an urgent matter concerning the security
of his command that we needed to discuss, requesting that he please
meet me in his office at Tooele Depot as soon as possible. The
general’s quarters were actually closer to Dugway Proving Grounds
and he was there when I called, but when I insisted that the matter
really was important, he ordered a chopper to fly him to Tooele. He
was waiting in his office there when I arrived with Marcus Brenner
shortly before ten p.m.

Once again the general was dressed immaculately in Class-A
greens, shoes highly polished, every ribbon on his chest properly
aligned and in correct order. An MP sergeant was waiting in the outer
office and showed us in, then retreated on the other side of the closed
door. The general stood in front of his desk and he registered some
surprise at seeing Marcus Brenner with me.

The first sergeant came to attention and introduced himself to the
general officer.

“Okay, First Sergeant, stand easy,” Chen said, now focusing on
me. “Alright, Investigator Sawyer. What’s this all about? And how does
it involve the First Sergeant here?”

“Well, sir,” I began quickly. “First I have to tell you that my name
is not Sawyer. And I’m not a DSD investigator.”

A deep frown began to settle on the small lined face of the general,
his dark eyes boring into me like tiny laser beams. He was not a happy
man. And he was about to become far less so in just a short while.

I began the story, and when I came to the point where a more
detailed explanation was required, First Sergeant Marcus Brenner—
soon to be minus several stripes of rank I’m sure—reluctantly took
over and filled in the necessary details. When he finished I took over



the story once again and quickly brought it to a conclusion.
General Chen, to his credit, had remained silent throughout the

entire telling of the story, his eyes moving between Brenner and me as
we each told our parts, and they were not happy eyes. I could, for the
first time, see real iron in the man. I knew Marcus Brenner saw it too,
and also realized that he understood his military career was over.

Chen stood still for about a minute more, considering everything
he had just heard, then he moved behind his desk and picked up the
telephone, dialing a number from memory. He waited just a few
seconds before speaking.

“This is General Chen. I’m in my office here at the base. Who is
the senior duty officer for tonight? Very well. Tell Captain Rossellini to
come to my office immediately with a detachment of MPs, all armed.
I’ll brief him when he arrives. Thank you, Sergeant.”

Chen hung up the phone and then looked up at me.
“Mr. Olin, is it? Would you please ask the sergeant in the outer

office to come in here?”
I nodded and went to do so. The MP came in and stood at

attention near the open door.
“Sergeant Marsh, please place First Sergeant Benner under

arrest,” the general commanded. “He is to remain in your custody
until the senior duty officer arrives to assume his charge. Is that
understood?”

“Yes, General, sir!” the MP NCO barked, stepping forward. “First
Sergeant…”

Brenner turned to the junior NCO and nodded resignedly. “I don’t
have a weapon, Sergeant. And I won’t resist.”

“I understand, First Sergeant,” the MP said. “But I still have to
cuff you.”

Brenner sighed, then nodded slowly and put out his hands. The
MP placed cuffs on his wrists and then moved to stand behind his
prisoner and await further instructions.

General Chen stared at Marcus Brenner in obvious contempt for a
long, hard moment, then he looked at me.

“You must have some really good connections, Mr. Olin,” he said
with a hint of admiration. “Getting fake DSD credentials that can fool



highly skilled security personnel on a high-security base is not such an
easy thing to accomplish. And then to be so well backstopped at the
Pentagon. Something tells me that you’re far more than just an
ordinary bodyguard.”

I stared back at him but said nothing. After a while he nodded to
himself and glanced at his watch. It was nearly eleven p.m. according
to my watch. Almost Friday. With luck this would all be over by
Saturday. Traci would be safe. And then what would happen was
anybody’s guess.

Still didn’t know what I was hoping for.
An armed MP captain in camouflage ACUs and a black beret

appeared in the general’s outer office doorway, standing at attention
and announcing himself.

The general told him to come in.
“How many men did you bring with you, Captain Rossellini?”
“Ten, plus myself, sir,” the captain answered crisply, still at

attention.
“Alright, son,” General Chen said. “That might just be enough. I

need to brief you quickly. However, first I want you to have First
Sergeant Brenner over there transported to the stockade and held until
I can refer formal charges against him.”

“Yes, sir, General,” the captain said. And then the cell phone on
his belt started to ring. “Excuse me, General. That’s the duty phone. I
need to take this.”

The general nodded and waved his right hand impatiently.
Captain Rossellini took the duty phone off his belt and placed it to

his ear.
“Rossellini.”
The MP officer listened for about five seconds before the color

drained from his face, then his eyes widened and for the first time he
looked the general directly in the eyes.

“What is it, son?” General Chen commanded.
The captain lowered the phone from his ear and stammered

before getting out what he had to say.
“S—Sir, there’s been a report of shots being fired on base!”
“Where, Captain?” the general demanded, his eyes incredulous



with shock. “Where?”
“Senior Officer Housing, sir. The report says Colonel Lindstrom’s

house.”
Oh shit, I thought. It’s too late…



Chapter 61

There were already four MP cars outside Sheryl Lindstrom’s on-
base residence when we arrived less than ten minutes after Captain
Rossellini received the call. Two were parked in front of the house
itself and the other two were blocking off the intersections with the
streets on either side, all of them had their lights flashing, MPs with
their sidearms drawn and taking cover behind the cars.

Captain Rossellini was in the lead vehicle and it stopped at the car
blocking the side of the street from where we were approaching.
Rossellini climbed out and went over to an MP sergeant to get an
assessment of the situation. I was in the second car along with General
Chen and two other MPs. The general opened his door and started to
climb out before the car came to a complete stop. The MP in the back
with him scrambled out as well and beat-feet around to the other side
to hold the door.

I was already out and glancing down the street at the house that
was the focus off all the attention. Typical base quarters for senior
officers, nothing remarkable, pretty much like all the other houses
around it. Except for tonight.

Another curious thing occurred to me. There were no people
outside their homes trying to see what was going on. In a civilian
neighborhood the streets would be littered with onlookers trying to get
closer so they could find out what was happening. This didn’t happen
on military bases because there was a strict protocol regarding
emergency situations. Everyone was required to remain in their homes
until the situation had passed and they were notified by the Military
Police that it was safe to come outside. No doubt many people were
peeping out through their windows in the dark, trying to get a glimpse,
but none of them would dare open the curtains or a door. Especially
not when they saw a one-star general on the scene.



Chen walked up to Captain Rossellini and the MP sergeant
standing with him came to attention and almost saluted, but quickly
realized that the current situation called for a dispensing of regular
military protocol.

I came up behind the general and listened as he was briefed.
“The call came in about twenty minutes ago, General. A neighbor

reported hearing shouting from Colonel Lindstrom’s house. It lasted
for about ten minutes, going back and forth between at least two
people, the reporting caller thinks a man and a woman. Then
gunshots. Four. Reportedly a handgun, most likely a 9mm Berretta
M9. Nothing since then. When we arrived we tried to establish contact
with somebody in the house but so far have been unable to. And due to
the fact that the person living in that house is the head of security, I
thought it prudent to contact the senior duty officer and get further
instructions.”

Chen nodded at the sergeant and turned to the captain.
“Captain, what I was about to tell you in my office concerns

Colonel Lindstrom. I was about to give you an order to arrest and take
her into custody. This is in regards to the same chargers that I will be
referring against First Sergeant Brenner. I don’t know what has
happened in that house tonight, but we must find out quickly. I don’t
have to tell you the kind of officer Colonel Lindstrom is, the kind of
training and experience she has. She can be a very dangerous person.
Extreme caution is required, Captain.”

“I understand, sir, and…”
Suddenly the front door to the house that was the center of

tonight’s activity banged open and Sheryl Lindstrom stepped out into
the cold night air wearing nothing but ACU pants and a brown short
sleeve T-shirt. If she was cold she showed no signs of it as she walked
down the front steps and into the yard.

The look in her eyes was something very close to crazed. Unless I
missed my guess, she had finally reached the end-stage of the mental
breakdown that she’d been in the throes of for quite some time. I was
certain now. This would not be a happy conclusion for anybody.

She walked to the edge of her lawn and stopped, both hands down
by her sides, a shadow cast against the cars in front of the house from



the lights above the front porch. I could just make out an object in her
right hand. Didn’t look like a gun. And it wasn’t. It was a K-Bar
military knife. Oh this just gets better and better.

Behind me I heard struggling and turned to see Marcus Brenner,
still in cuffs, trying to push away from the MPs who were supposed to
be guarding him in back of the third car that had come with us.

“Let me go, damnit!” he raged. “I want to talk to her! I know she’ll
listen to me!”

He broke free and started running down the pavement toward
Sheryl Lindstrom. The MPs gave chase and managed to catch up with
him ten feet from his destination. I stepped around to the front side of
the car that was blocking off the street and moved slowly toward
Lindstrom, keeping my right hand behind my right leg and out of
sight.

She glanced to her right and saw Brenner struggling with the MPs
once again and the look in her eyes suddenly became furious. She
turned her long, angular body towards them and shouted.

“Leave him alone! That’s an order, MPs!”
The three men stopped struggling and turned to face the colonel.

Even though she was clearly out of her mind, she was still a senior
officer, and their commander.

“Get away from him! He’s done nothing wrong! Get away!”
The MPs looked uncertain but they did not release Brenner.
Sheryl Lindstrom raised the K-Bar and shouted again, threads of

spittle dripping down the left side of her mouth. I was ten feet away
from her now and could see her very clearly. I don’t think she saw me
though, or at least recognized me.

“I said release him, damn you! Do what I say or by god I’ll have
you court-martialed!”

“Stand down, Colonel,” came the rich and resounding voice of
Xian Chen, full of authority and command. “I’m relieving you of your
command now, Colonel,” Chen continued as he marched down the
sidewalk and passed where Brenner and the MPs stood. He seemed
calm, totally in control, like he did this sort of thing every day.

Colonel Lindstrom stared at him in total confusion for several
seconds, and then shook her head in rapid side-to-side motions.



“Who… what are you saying? Who… why are you here? This
doesn’t concern you, General. Just leave! This is between me and
Markie. Come here, Markie,” she said in a little girl voice, suddenly
giggling and waving the knife around like a prop. “Come to momma
and let her take care of you.”

Chen stopped about five feet in front of her, blocking her view of
Brenner.

“Colonel, that will be quite enough,” he said in a very direct voice.
“You are to surrender yourself immediately into the custody of Captain
Rossellini and from there you will go to the base infirmary for a
complete examination.”

“The hell I will!” Sheryl Lindstrom shouted, taking a step toward
the general. “You little gook puke, you don’t tell me what to do! I don’t
take orders from you! I’m Special Fucking Forces! You don’t have any
authority over me!”

“You are relieved, Colonel,” General Chen said in the same calm
tone, his eyes locked on hers as he stared upward. “Surrender your
weapon immediately and submit to arrest or I’ll have the MPs subdue
you.”

“Fuck you, gook!” she spat, then raised the K-Bar and took
another step toward him.

“Colonel Lindstrom,” I said to her in a firm voice.
Startled, she turned her head and looked at me, frowning as she

tried to determine who I was. Then it sank in, and the frown turned to
rage once more. Her whole body shifted toward me.

“You mother fucker! You goddamn fucking bastard! I’ll kill you!
I’ll fucking kill you!”

She came at me with the K-Bar in classic military attack fashion,
blade down as she raised it upward to strike.

I brought my right hand out from behind my leg, along with my
Glock. At waist level I squeezed the trigger once, firing a single shot
that smashed into Sheryl Lindstrom’s stomach and stopped her dead
in her tracks. She went down on her knees still holding the K-Bar in
her right hand.

The colonel stared up at me with an expression of shock and
disbelief, and a single tear slowly ran from the corner of her right eye.



Blood was pouring down her shirt and staining her pants. She took
two deep breaths and then tried to stand. But it wasn’t possible. Two
hundred-thirty grain semi-jacketed hollow points do very nasty things
to the human body at close range.

Colonel Sheryl Dominique Lindstrom, U.S. Army Special Forces,
age 48, fell flat on her face on the pavement in the middle of the street
out in front of her home and did not move anymore. The K-Bar was
still in her right hand, held tightly by lifeless fingers.

A visceral scream shattered the silence that had followed the
gunshot. I glanced over and saw Marcus Brenner once again struggling
with the MPs, his face contorted in pain. He was also crying again, this
time it was even harder to watch.

He sank to his knees and the MPs released him, but stood close,
seemingly embarrassed.

General Chen looked at me, an ashen expression on his normally
calm face. He didn’t say anything to me but I knew what he was
thinking, and couldn’t blame him.

While all of this was happening Captain Rossellini and two other
MPs had entered the house. He came back out now and walked over to
the general.

“One other dead in there, sir. Male, late forties to early fifties.
Looks like the colonel’s husband. Shot four times. There’s an M9 close
to the body. Likely belonged to the colonel.”

The general nodded slowly, glancing away from the body on the
ground. Following another brief look at me, Chen told the captain to
contact Colonel Lindstrom’s executive officer and the CID; stating
further that the latter should get a scene unit over here at once.

The captain nodded and went to carry out his orders.
I stood waiting. It took about five minutes before he could speak

again, and when he did he could not look at me, and I understood. His
voice was a whisper, but I understood every word.

“You probably did her a favor, Mr. Olin. Facing a court-martial,
having all of this come out, going to prison, it would have been so
embarrassing for her. Utterly devastating. She knew that. Probably
why she came at you instead of me. And maybe you knew it as well.”

I didn’t say anything. It was better that way. He didn’t need to



know what I had actually been thinking about.
Nobody did.



Chapter 62

The forecast called for snow all day. Since there was already two
feet of it on the ground from yesterday that meant travel conditions in
and around the Salt Lake City area were going to be lousy for some
time to come. This didn’t really matter to me. I didn’t have any place
that I needed to be at the moment. Nor did I want to be.

It had been more than a week since Sheryl Lindstrom had killed
her husband at their home on Toole Army Depot and I had killed her a
short time later. Marcus Brenner suffered a breakdown upon
witnessing the death of his lover and commander (perhaps he cared
more than he let on) and was now restricted to the psychiatric ward of
the base infirmary under round-the-clock suicide watch. CID had
conducted a thorough investigation into the murder of Robert
Leonard, the justified killing of Sheryl Lindstrom, the unreported
attacks on Traci Brenner, and the illicit relationship between Colonel
Lindstrom and First Sergeant Marcus Brenner. The case wasn’t yet
closed but the lead investigator had told me in confidence that she
foresaw no complications when it was over. The Army wanted all of
this to go away as quietly as possible, and with the chief perpetrator
dead, it wouldn’t be too hard to accomplish that. When Marcus
Brenner recovered—if he ever did—then the staff Judge Advocate
could decide what to do with him.

Traci had had to break the news about Marcus to her son. I was
there when this took place, and I have to say that I was impressed with
the young man. He is very much his mother’s boy. I think that over the
years he had come to expect less and less from his father with all of the
long absences from his life as he grew up. And in many ways the boy
had already lost his father.

Traci didn’t get into all the details of what had happened, but she
told him enough so that he would understand. He seemed to accept



what his mother told him in stride, not asking more than a couple of
questions. Even so, Traci agreed when I told her that she should get
him to see a counselor as soon as possible. She said that was her plan
all along, and agreed that she should probably see one herself. Maybe
they could go together. That would probably be the best thing for both
of them.

It was Saturday and Marcus, Junior (M.J.) was spending the day
with a friend down the street helping him work out some math
problems the friend was having difficulty understanding. Probably a
good distraction for young Mr. Brenner. Since the day after the night
everything had gone down, I had been staying at the house with them,
sleeping in the first floor guest room. With the danger ended I had
thanked Reuven and Kimi—Traci had insisted on paying them very
well too—and sent them back to the much warmer climate where they
lived. I was only planning to stay for a few days to make sure that Traci
was alright. Or so I had told myself. And then it had started snowing…

I suppose there is some hope in prayer after all. Not that a

committed pagan
[13]

 such as myself believes in that stuff.
Traci kissed me on the mouth for a very long time, her tongue

probing deeply inside. She was lying on top of me in the middle of the
bed in the guest room. We were both naked and both quite aroused.
She was grinning when she reached down and took a hold of my latest
erection.

“So what shall we do with him this time?” she teased.
“Why don’t you surprise me,” I replied, looking into her glowing

brown eyes, feeling my organ swell in her hand. “And you better do it
quickly before he makes up his mind for us.”

Traci grinned again, leaned down and kissed me once more. She
had been like this since I had come back and told her what had
happened at the base. Passionate, wicked, without inhibition. I knew
she was in some state of denial about everything, and she probably
knew it too. Her son was her priority and she did her best to put on a
show for him, but she wasn’t really dealing with any of the aftermath
herself. She didn’t go to the ranch, she didn’t leave the house, but she
didn’t sit around and mope all day either. When her son was away she



insisted that we go to the guest room and fuck. Not make love, fuck!
I guess this was her way of dealing with the pain that was her life

at the moment. It would work in the short term, but not for long. Soon
she would need more. That counselor we had discussed, and time to
process everything. For the time being I could be here for her. I
wanted to be here for her. All the questions in my mind had been
resolved a week ago as I rode over to Tooele with Marcus Brenner.
There was no longer any doubt in my mind.

I loved Traci Brenner.
Who would have thought it possible?
Derrick Olin actually capable of love?
And I did say that I loved her. Not that I was in love with her. Did

that distinction matter?
Probably.
But not today. Soon perhaps, but not today.
“Too late,” I said, grabbing her by the arms and spinning her

around onto her back. “Now he’s gonna decide.”
Traci pretended to struggle against me, all the while giggling. Her

face was alive with joy and arousal. I could feel the warmth coming
from her body, the scent of passion emanating from her pores. My
body responded in kind.

I leaned down over her and gently pressed my lips to hers, staring
directly into her eyes as she stared into mine.

Very shortly the kiss became more intense, and then there was a
lot more going on than just kissing…

 

[1]
 See Criminal by Stellen Qxz.

[2]
 Diplomatic Security Service.

[3]
 See Compulsive by Stellen Qxz.

[4]
 See Reciprocity by Stellen Qxz.



[5]
 Criminal Investigations Division, responsible for investigating crimes

perpetrated by or against members of the Army or their dependents.
[6]

 See Blackball by Stellen Qxz.
[7]

 See Reciprocity by Stellen Qxz.
[8]

 See Compulsive by Stellen Qxz.
[9]

 Standard Operating Procedure.
[10]

 A tasteless Mormon joke.
[11]

 Policy of Truth by Depeche Mode, circa 1990.
[12]

 See Deadline by Stellen Qxz.
[13]

 A person with little or no religious beliefs.
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