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Dedication
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This book is dedicated to those writing your own love story. Remember to leave plenty of room for your happily ever after.

We each have something we are called to do in this life. The greatest reward while we are accomplishing ‘life’ is to love and be loved.  

As you pass through your days and nights, especially the rough ones, share kind words or a gentle touch with those you love. 

When you do, whatever happens, you’ll both know you were loved.

Special ‘Reader Love’ to Angela for her ‘discerning eyes.
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Monday, June 1

Frickin’ four A.M. on a Monday morning. A great way to start the week, Jaxson Roman thought, cynically. He and the rest of his DEA Special Response Team counted down the seconds to breaching the Lobos Cartel safe house. Surrounding the perimeter, the team of integrated law enforcement officers poised surrounding their target. Jax scrutinized the explosives experts as they fashioned anchored devices onto the outside walls. Blowing walls rather than doors and windows would allow agents to enter avoiding possible booby-traps. The lights went out as the walls shattered. “Federal Agents!” Jax roared, echoed by other members of the team as they entered, their infrared optics giving them an advantage in the dusty darkness.

A cartel lookout who’d fallen asleep at his post, leaped to his feet, shuffling blindly for position, his automatic weapon cocked and ready. Seconds before Jax would have obliged him with a gun battle, a cartel lieutenant surrendered. Speaking in rapid, slightly panicked Spanish, the lieutenant kicked his hapless subordinate in the back of the knee and shouted. “No guns! Put down your guns.”

Jax heard shots fired in the back of the house despite the order and hoped none of his team was hit. He squared off with the cartel lieutenant and reiterated in Spanish, “Federal Agents. Drop your weapons, keep your hands where we can see them, and assemble your men on the back patio.”

“What’s the meaning of this?” Was the blustering reply in heavily accented English.

Jax cocked a brow and replied in Spanish. “Really? That’s how you’re gonna play this? Don’t tell me you haven’t expected us?” He shook his head. “Who’s in charge here?”

“In charge of what, Senor? We are a peaceful family.”

“Right.” Jett Hunter, the FBI agent to Jax’s left, agreed. “Just a peaceful family with attack dogs, lookouts, and automatic weapons. Expecting zombies?”

Jax could hear the sweeper team cuffing cartel members and leading them away to a number of police vans that had appeared in front of the house at the breach. He and his team were now free to search the premises, cautiously aware of possible trip wires and hidden assassins amid the many closets and doorways of the home. 

Gideon Sullivan, the U.S. Marshal of the team, called from the backyard. “Jax! We’ve got a stash and counting room in the mother-in-law casita back here.”

Jax and Jett started for the back of the house. Jax heard a breath, or maybe it was just his well-honed intuition. He signaled Jett back and down and took cover himself. A blast of automatic fire burst through the wall and hit inches from where they’d been standing. Jax estimated the location of the shooter from the spray and fired a burst. With a scream, a man gushing blood crashed through the wallboard. They jumped away from the arterial spray decorating the hall. 

Jett, in position to see through the hole, pointed. “There’s another man in front of him. He’s headed for the patio.” Bullets rained in their direction, thankfully out of range of their positions. 

“We’ve got ’em!” Flint Tomas cried as they heard the splintering of what must have been outside access to the passage. 

Jax and Jett hit the kitchen at a run. An elderly cook and her teenage helper crouched, crying and praying at the stove, where a pan smoked above them. Jax spared a glance at the two before instructing in terse Spanish, “Take cover in the bathroom.” The woman in the brightly colored head scarf kept her eyes on the ground and pushed the teen ahead of her.

The rest of the gang was rounded up with protests in surly Spanish, but a minimum of shots were fired. Within hours, sixteen members of the Lobos Cartel were in Federal custody at the Metropolitan Correctional Center, and one was dead. Four-point five kilograms of Oxycontin worth a few million on the street was secured in the evidence locker at DEA headquarters along with one point five million dollars in neatly wrapped thousand-dollar bundles.
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JAX STOLE AWAY FROM the beehive of cops and criminals and pulled out his phone. The heat of the day sapped him, but not enough to forget he wasn’t getting to Sheila’s tonight. Their ‘sheet music’ session would have to wait because duty called. He found FlowersRightNow.com on his contact list and thumbed through the command to be answered by their twenty-four-hour chat operator. A flower emoji showed up. 

This is Beverly, how can I help you? 

Jax thumbed, This is Jaxson Roman. I need to order some flowers for delivery this afternoon. I have an account. 

The operator typed back. Balboa Boulevard in San Diego? 

That’s right.

Yes, I see your history. What color this time?

Jax grimaced. Red with the teddy bear.

And the card?

Ah...I don’t know...what did I say the last time?

The chat area throbbed in silent judgment while the operator was away from the session. Your sentiment was: “I regret duty called me away from your beauty.”

And who was that to?

After another delay, the names appeared in all caps. Isn’t all caps reserved for angry typing? Jax thought. Sabrina Wayans. Katy Allen. Cecily Franklin...

No, this is going to Sheila McKinney.

We have made deliveries there frequently; the address is on file. Do I use your usual sentiment?

Jax swallowed hard. Yes.

May I suggest a single yellow rose in the middle of the red roses? It signifies ‘I’m sorry.’ Are you sorry?

Jax looked up from this digital judgment and nodded as he thumbed the response. Yes. You have my credit card on file. Please add a twenty percent gratuity to your driver. The total flashed across his screen, he hit accept and winced. Thank you, Beverly, good suggestion. He pocketed the phone and returned to ‘Jax cop mode.’

****
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THE TEAM ARRIVED BACK at their offices weary and hungry at the end of a very long day. Long days were nothing special for Jax, a former SEAL. It only meant his shadowy scruff was more pronounced on his rugged jaw. His keen azure eyes were pensive, and his sculptured face drawn. “Pizza or Asian?” He sighed with the knowledge they still had several hours of paperwork to complete. 

“Asian.” Gideon, the blonde and surfer-built beach boy with a brush-cut grumbled. “The carbs in pizza will put me right to sleep. So, make that Asian and coffee; black coffee.”

Jax nodded at Sabra, their unit clerk, who by now knew every team member’s preference for every kind of takeout meal. Rubbing his fatigued eyes and wishing he didn’t have more computer time ahead of him, Jax gestured a flat hand toward the computers. “Eighteen perps, four of us...I’ll take my dead guy plus three, Jett can take the cook, and the kid plus three. You guys arm wrestle for the rest of them.”

Jett was the last to enter the night-enshrouded building. “Sorry, pile up on the 805 just as I was entering...” The thirty-something, tall, leanly athletic woman ran a harried hand through her cropped blonde hair. Many a perp had been deceived into thinking a woman who looked like Jett couldn’t take a man down. Many a perp had been proved wrong.

Jax held up a hand and waved her back to the desks. “No problem. Hope you want your usual moo shu pork.” He cursed his new computer password and the delay in opening his program. “You talked to the cook and her helper, right?”

Jett looked perplexed. “No. No one was in the bathroom when I got there. I thought they were already escorted?”

“Hum. Maybe. Let me check that.” Jax’s fingers flew over the keyboard. He leaned toward the screen and frowned. “How come there’s no record of a juvenile and senior female on our list?”

Heads came up from their laptops. Flint, the former track and field star who now ran down suspects for the California Bureau of Investigation, furrowed his brow. He ran a hand over his neatly trimmed hair, smoothed his mustache, and flipped through photos of suspects on his laptop. “I didn’t see any women. You, Gid?” The corners of his expressive lips curled down on his bronze face.

Gideon shook his head ‘no’. 

“Damn it! Don’t tell me two women slipped out the door.” Jax rasped. “Who was posted at the front?”

Gideon checked his tablet. “Local cops secured the perimeter.”

Jax sighed. “Probably doesn’t matter. I would have liked to have them as witnesses.”

Flint nodded. “Yeah, I saw them in Mexico. They cook for the Lobos crew. Hell, they’re practically slaves. I hope they ran far and fast.”

****
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FRANCO ‘FLINT’ TOMAS sat behind a pile-up on the 5 Freeway, headed for his money pit in the Sunny Vista neighborhood of Chula Vista. He tapped the steering wheel to call his lovely bride, Mavis. “Hey, mi cielito, I’m behind a car-be-cue on the 5. Has the carpet guy called? Do I need to take you to Coronado Bay for a few nights to get the floors done?”

“Oh, Papi, something will go down, even if the floors don’t. But no, the floor man has not returned my call. I guess I’ll hold the hot tub jets, call me when you hit Olympic Parkway.”

“Stay ready for me, don’t start without me.” He puckered a kiss and closed the call. All he could do was sit and think about the lovely woman he married three months ago. I might as well have stayed in the Army. The damn CBI sent me undercover to Mexico in the middle of my honeymoon. How are they any better than the Service? He left the love of his life in a midcentury fixer-upper. If only he could get one of those TV fix-it shows to do the work. 

Flint ran a hand over his glossy black hair and scratched at his nine o’clock shadow. I’m gonna have to shave before I hit the hot tub.

Mavis was the model of an understanding cop wife as far as he was concerned. What other bride would put up with her groom being dragged away to follow a drug lord when they’d been married less than a week? Not that he was giving Jason Bourne any competition. His experience with covert work was representing the underbelly of the cartel world. His lean and cut body was hidden under layers of clothing that hinted at lethargy and aimlessness. On the fly, he lived in hovels, driving confiscated hoopdies while monitoring the comings and goings of the Lobos crime organization.

Though Gustavo’s troops lived dormitory-style in spacious casitas, the women employed to cook, and clean were treated like chattel. They labored twenty hours a day, preparing family-style meals for groups, and being on-call to any cartel member who missed a regular meal. When the women had the opportunity to sleep or bathe, they fought off unwanted harassment. Flint wondered how the two women from the raid escaped. He knew the older abuela was treated with deference and courtesy. In fact, he often wondered if she might be a member of Gustavo’s family. Indeed, the other girls were never shown her respect.

If today’s missing abuela was Gustavo’s family, where did they stash her? Back in Mexico? In another safe house? That alternative would be most helpful to their team. He’d have to bring up the idea to Jax in the morning.

****
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SHEILA MCKINNEY HAD a tart tongue. It was a quality Jax never especially admired, and she was particularly irritating in their conversation tonight.

“I got your damn flowers. If I lay out all the teddy bears, I can just about cover your side of the bed.”

“Yeah...”

“If I thought it was another woman, I’d say, so be it. But I think you just love playing cops and robbers. You have the emotional maturity of a twelve-year-old on a paintball course.”

Jax gritted his teeth. “Sorry you feel that way, Sheila. It’s the way I pay for those weekends in Catalina. It’s my job.”

“I’m looking for a man I can depend on. I have needs.”

“You know what, Sheila? You’re right. That ain’t me, babe.”

Breaking up is getting easier.
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Monday, June 1

Rafael ‘Pollo’ Phoenix thought the few sharply turned-out businessmen could have been meeting any professional acquaintance. They were uniform in their classic Cifonelli suits, each man exhibiting the cunning traits of a business shark. Crisp, white cuffs accentuated active hands as they conversed in low tones, gliding like a school of hammerheads.

They bowed reflexively in obeisance when Gustavo opened the door to the resort suite. They did not expect to see him in a servile role. “Invite the gentlemen in.” A cultured Latina voice called from the sitting room. The men’s confused murmurs echoed in the foyer’s rotunda.

A telenovela could be heard low in the background promoting its peculiar sense of foreboding. The suite glowed with late afternoon sunlight. Tranquil shades of tropical fabric covered comfortable chairs dotted in between yards of low, modern leather sofas. Leaf-bladed ceiling fans spun languidly, stirring the perfume of viburnum and tuberose arrangements in cool glass vases. 

A tall, elegantly dressed woman stood at the open doors to the lanai. “Please join us, Amigos.” Her graceful fingers beckoned them.

The sunset played on her wealth of hair cascading like a coffee and copper waterfall over the shoulders of her black flat rib-knit sweater dress. Her regal posture demonstrated a sense of entitlement supported by her mesomorphic curves. Ageless in her spirit of command, her ebony eyes cast an assessing gaze over each of the three visitors. She wore ropy gold bracelets, and sizeable precious stone rings adorned her long fingers. Gold earrings glinted from behind her dark waves. 

“Did you believe you were here to meet Gustavo?” Her voice was soft but strong. The three men exchanged uncertain glances between the woman in the glinting light and Gustavo in the foyer. “There has been a power shift. My beloved Guillermo, my husband of twenty years, gave me the rarest gift, the gift of power.”

The graceful woman glided to a framed photo of Guillermo Huerta resting on the piano. Her fingertips traced his bushy mustache that hid his smile for her. “Before his tragic death, he divulged every aspect of his business. I have encrypted this precious information. It’s safe from the prying eyes of those who would take us down.” 

Her heels clicked on the terrazzo floors as she strolled to a chair and sat with perfect elegance. Now, bewilderment played on the men’s expressions. Pollo Phoenix knit his brows. “We have been a relatively small operation here, Senora Huerta. If you have united with Gustavo, what do you need from us?”

“An excellent question, Pollo.” She examined her manicure until every eye was riveted on her. “What I require most is loyalty.” She held up a hand to limit their protestations of fealty. “I understand each of you will swear loyalty.” She said with a sniff. “I also learned our books are not in order.” The men cast panicked glances around the room.

Ricardo stood and pointed angrily at Pollo. “You, with your chicas and your American politicians.” The flustered man nodded agitatedly at Senora Huerta. “You’ll find that money in g-strings in Tijuana.” Pollo lounged with his arms spread on the back of the love seat, unfazed.

Gustavo’s chin tucked to his chest, and he slowly closed his eyes. Senora Huerta rose as gracefully as she sat, and her hand slipped into her dress pocket. Without a word, she raised the suppressed 9-millimeter handgun toward the knot of Ricardo’s necktie, and a red blossom spread over the fallen man’s chest. Pollo wiped splattered blood from his cheek with the back of his hand, unaffectedly.

Dominic lounged in his chair but histrionically threw up his hands. “Thank God, you found him out. I knew he was a dog.” Senora Huerta took slow steps toward Dominic, who was getting comfortable again in the side chair.

“Dog? Dogs are loyal.” Dominic began to stammer. “Unlike embezzlers who siphon from their employers.” Dominic’s cheek began a nervous tic as his fingers curled over the chair’s arms. Senora Huerta towered over the man in the chair, the backs of her hands on her hips. “You should have bought a better calculator rather than that new diamond ring.” She gestured with her left hand, distracting him as she took aim with her right. As Dominic’s dead body splayed on the ivory chair, she shook her head and turned to Pollo.

Indifferently, Pollo shrugged. “Am I next?”

She returned the shrug. “Are you crooked? Have you done something I did not find?”

Pollo sat up with a gracious smile. “A man never stands so tall as when he kneels to his superiors. I would never bite the hand that feeds.” He slipped to the floor to kneel at Senora Huerta’s feet and holding the pistol she laid the same hand on his head.

“We are going to work well together, Pollo.” She held out the gun to Gustavo and lightly touched Pollo’s shoulder to rise. “Are you ready to assume the role for which my husband groomed you?”

Pollo caught her left hand and kissed the elaborate wedding set the widow wore before he rose to his six-foot height. “Absolutely, Jefa.”

****
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ISABEL TREVINO MARRIED young. At fifteen she was plucked from a convent school by the middle-aged cartel don, Guillermo Huerta. Convent life had been an odd mixture of dedication to her crucified Lord against the unbalanced morality taught in forbidden telenovelas. Isabel lived for the illicit thrill of romance in her daily melodramas while she helped the cook in the kitchen. Her dirt-poor origins relegated her to working for her tuition. She giggled at the cook who kept the small TV remote in her pocket, fearing Mother Superior’s heavy footsteps. The old nun dared to interrupt their viewing of the underdog hero’s passionate wooing of the lady of the house. The combination of piety and sin left its mark on the impressionable young girl.

Once her lace bridal mantilla was packed, she traded the fallacy of the glittering dramas for the reality of a marriage to a middle-aged man who kept mistresses in every city. Guillermo was a man who worshipped the concept of marriage. He left a candle burning for his deceased first wife but respected Isabel’s virginity and did not marry her until her eighteenth birthday. She was a pearl on a velvet-tufted chaise who he adored from a distance. Meanwhile, she saw his black book of sexual partners as a source of constant anxiety. Her sexual tension was spent riding her Azteca stallion, Muerte, learning to shoot, and carving her musculature with Brazilian Jujitsu. 

By the time she was his bride, she wisely chose not to best her husband in chess, but she easily could have, and they both knew it. Within five years of marriage, he called her his ‘worthy counsel’ for her sharp intuition while she comported herself as an earnest and docile wife. The gloves came off behind bedroom doors when Isabel gave Guillermo her perspectives on the men within his inner circle.

She did all this and more to hold her man’s interest, but this power was mundane. All she wanted to do was star as the dewy-eyed heroine of her own telenovela where co-stars were rarely shot except in crimes of passion, and lovers were young and buff. Her final disappointment in Guillermo’s judgment cost him his life and left her everything.

****
[image: ]


NIGHT DROPPED A BLANKET of stars over La Jolla. While their team reclaimed the carnage in the living room, the suite’s patio was set for dinner. Gustavo held the chair for Senora Huerta and then the two men took their seats. 

“I understand the swordfish is excellent here.” She raised her glass to her ruby lips. The men made perfunctory dinner conversation as they mostly ate in silence. When the servers cleared the entrée plates and prepared the table for coffee and dessert, both men watched Senora Huerta approve a dessert wine. The help was gone, and the only sound was the pounding surf. She narrowed her gaze. “Who will rid me of these meddlesome agents?”
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Tuesday, June 2

Jax didn’t sleep well. His handsome face in the mirror stared back at him with fatigued blue eyes and a complexion to match. Usually, five hours between the sheets held him just fine, at least until the weekend, but his dreams had replayed the bust over and over. Something about it bothered him. He groaned in exasperation as he tried to tame his thick sable hair into a semblance of a hair ‘do’ not a hair ‘don’t’.

What a day for the big boss, the Administrator of the DEA, and the U.S. Assistant Attorney General to visit the Southern Border. In the three years Jax had been attached to this special assignment, none of the brass had visited. Why did they have to come today? 

Jax couldn’t decide if the Lobos bust was a win. He feared he might be considered incompetent for allowing the safe house to exist at all. Well, he could only account for the three months’ time they’d been assigned to this cartel. Their team of blended agents from the DEA, FBI, Marshal’s Service, and CBI had outperformed any prior efforts. He bolstered himself with that thought and prepared to accept the boss’s compliments graciously.

****
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“AGENT ROMAN, AGENT Hunter, a word in my office, please.” Jax rose, expecting congratulations. Why does Jett look nervous? He barely had time to ponder the thought before his Division Head introduced two agents from the FBI Office of Professional Responsibility.

“Agent Jett Hunter?” The taller agent asked.

“Yes, Sir.” Jett’s voice was calm, but her face paled considerably. 

“Please surrender your badge and weapon and come with us.”

Jax intervened. “Wait a minute...”

“This is not your concern, Agent Roman.” The shorter man snapped.

“I’m her team leader. It is my concern...” 

The tall agent gave him a perfunctory nod. “If anything comes of it, you’ll be informed.”

They hustled Jett from the office while Jax and the Division Head stood tight-lipped.

Jax frowned at his boss. “What in hell?”

His boss scowled. “This’ll make a great impression on the brass.”

****
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THE MORNING TURNED warm inland, and at the office, the sun magnified through the window of the FBI SUV. Jett Hunter, sitting cuffed inside, labored to slide into a shady crescent on the oven-like black upholstery. The FBI agents from the local OPR were infamous for pre-sweating their subjects before they keyed the ignition and got the air-conditioning flowing. What is keeping them? Abruptly, the agents slid into the SUV, slammed the doors, and drove off. The OPR agents rode silently toward headquarters.

I’ll need to alert Tori as soon as they give me a phone call. Jett watched the resorts flash by as they drove past hotel row. No, I’ll call Jax first for legal help. He’ll notify Tori for me. 

The SUV slid too quickly around a corner and Jett braced herself. She closed her eyes and bit her tongue. These guys are putting on a show. They have one of the few married, lesbian agents in their clutches. I hope no one turns up at Tori’s office. No Veterinarian needs the FBI in their waiting room. She squinted away from the sun and decided to keep her thoughts to herself until an attorney appeared. This is a ridiculous amount of fuss over rescuing the two attack dogs at the bust.

At a city traffic light, a young mother pushed an ostentatious stroller with one hand and held a leather leash with the other. At the end of the tether, standing on guard, was an attentive Doberman. Jett’s gaze locked on the dog’s protective stance as the SUV proceeded through the intersection.

“I can’t figure out why people keep those aggressive dogs. Damn dog is a time bomb around that baby.” The agent in the passenger seat whistled and shook his head. Jett’s chin stayed tucked; this was not the argument she wanted to brook riding into who knows what of an interrogation.

Although Jett and her wife, Tori, often fostered and re-trained rescue animals, there were no children in their home. Their fur-babies were their kids. Today, Jett prayed she and Tori could do something for the two mistreated dogs from the drug bust. Yeah, protocol said the dogs should go to the pound for observation, where they would undoubtedly have to be put down. Did it truly matter that she took thirty minutes out of her day to take them to a vet instead? The poor pups were young, underfed to keep them mean, but still young enough to be rehabilitated by a loving hand.
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WEDNESDAY, JUNE 3

The day hadn’t improved, and by five AM the remainder of Jax’s team were ready to hit the all-night diner for a plate of hot food and off-the-record conversation. There was a major screw-up in the booking of their bust. In addition to the missing cook and helper, a vital account book, seen but not photographed by the Sheriff’s Department, disappeared at the same time Jett went missing. Worst of all, a large amount of cash was absent, according to the preliminary count. 

Gideon slashed through his steak and eggs with a violent stroke. “How did this become such a cluster fuck? Everything was fine yesterday.”

“Obviously not.” Jax sighed. “The thought that Lobos could have recruited some crooked cops isn’t that surprising. But Jett? Why the hell are they questioning her?”

“Right!” Flint agreed. “Why aren’t they questioning me? I followed Gustavo around Mexico for six weeks before it led here.”

Jax sat his coffee mug down with more force than he intended. “This whole thing crawls...” He broke off, staring at the television in the upper corner of the diner. “Hey, Alma, turn up the TV, will you?”

The team watched in horror as Jett was led in handcuffs from an unmarked SUV to the San Diego FBI office. “...under charges of removing money from a crime scene in Monday’s arrest of members of the Lobos drug cartel.” The team members glanced at each other in stunned silence. 

“They can’t...” Gideon began and was interrupted by shots of a tall photogenic man standing in front of a bank of microphones. “Oh, not this jerk.” He groaned. “Conrad Johnson, sweetheart of every lobbyist with a limitless checkbook.”

“As your State Senator,” Johnson declared, “I chair the Committee on International Narcotics Control. I want to assure my constituents; every corrupt law enforcement officer will be brought to justice as swiftly and inescapably as Agent Hunter...”

“I guess she’s guilty until proven innocent? Where’s her council?” Jax boiled and snatched up his phone on the second ring. “Roman.”

“Jax, it’s Jett. I need a lawyer, fast.”

****
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GIDEON SULLIVAN, THE team’s member from the U.S. Marshal Service, lived his solitary, quirky life nestled in an equally eccentric manufactured home with a raised deck and an in-ground hot tub that approached swimming pool proportions. Due to his irascible personality, he was usually the only one in the tub. What he lacked in diplomacy he made up for in bullheadedness. 

That didn’t mean he led a lonely life, he was divorced and shared custody of his son, Danny, every other weekend and holiday. The seven-year-old thought his dad lived in a fun house. 

Danny spent his time trotting in circles on the rooftop deck, taking breaks, and threatening to jump into the bubbling water below. He was a chip off the old block. Gideon Sullivan never missed an adrenaline rush. 

Gid hoped it was a phase when Danny pouted and told him, “I hate you so much.” But that was what Danny’s mother said, too, so he probably got it from her. It wasn’t a pleasant divorce.

The surfer boy turned US Marshal chose Leucadia, California, as his home for the ambiance and the waves. Where else could you find all organic tacos and Stone Step Beach? 

Thursday morning at eight-thirty, Gideon stood resolute at the top of the stone stairs, waiting for his college roommate. Gid tapped his foot and squinted into the June gloom, looking for Duncan Bauder.

Duncan was a twenty-first-century hippy raised in a monumentally wealthy Marin County family. His father’s people perfumed and beautified the world, while his mother’s people strip-mined and destroyed the environment. The incomes from these opposing industries sent Duncan and his twin sister, Diana to Stanford without a care in the world.

Gideon, at the other end of the financial spectrum, won a Stanford Fencing scholarship. He thought it was genius, how else could you go to school by poking people with a pointy epee? He could have lived at the dorm but chose instead to work as pool maintenance for the tony Cardinal Park Apartments, which netted him an unfurnished studio. That’s where he met Duncan and his future ex-wife, Diana.

Duncan, though he did graduate from Stanford Law, was something of a disappointment to his parents. Instead of assuming a leading role in the family legal department, he chose to follow Gideon and Diana to the laid-back beach scene of San Diego. Duncan opened a jack-of-all-trades law office with an emphasis on afternoon ‘Jack and Cola’ beverages in coffee mugs. The ‘Peter Pannish’ attorney was in no way equipped to defend Jett, but he could enter a plea and get her out on bail while they shook out an interested big gun defender. 

Gideon heard the decrepit VW bus before he saw it. The sewing machine sound eked up the street and slid brakeless into a parking spot, the nearly bald tires bouncing off the curb. Duncan slipped out of the bus, shirtless, shoeless, and squinting. “Jeeze, Gid, why so doggone early?”

Gideon threw up his hands. “Early? I did my five miles at sunrise. I’ve had my shower and breakfast.” He raised a smoothie cup. “I’ve got to see the dragon lady and pickup Danny by nine-thirty.” Gideon tapped his watch.

Duncan shrugged. “Sucks to be you.”

Gideon nodded his head. “Walk with me.” He gestured down the stairs to the surf.

“Then I’ll have to walk back up the stairs.” Duncan scratched his wild golden hair and twisted it into a considerable man-bun.

“Come with me, there’s money in this for you.”

Duncan raised a thumb. “Okay.”
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AFTER THEY WALKED DOWN the beach and back, while Gideon explained the team’s need, they paused at the base of the stairs. Duncan scratched at three days’ beard. “This a heavy-header, man. I’m gotta go home, clean up, and put on a suit.” He pawed at his abs. “You got a tie I can borrow? I did a number on my Stanford tie with a pita chip of organic hummus.”

Gideon shook his head. “Sure, I’ve got an extra I’ll throw you. Come by and see your nephew today on your way to meet Jett at lockup.”
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Saturday, June 6

Jax could hardly refuse to cover security duty for Conrad Johnson’s fundraiser on Egresco Pharmaceutical’s luxury yacht. Hanging around Johnson might give them insight into the case against Jett. She’d been questioned and charged with theft of evidence. Duncan had gotten her out on bail, but she remained under surveillance. Why Johnson specifically requested Jax for security remained a mystery.

The ostentatious yacht was perfect for privacy, especially for a politician involved with all sorts of hanky-panky. Johnson had an inflated sense of self. He was a big frog in a tiny pond. It was Jax’s opinion the state senator only responded to the scent of cash.

The buffet was incredible. The job was only distasteful when Jax had to interact with the senator. True, Johnson was working against Jett, but that was understandable since he was a big war-on-drugs-supporter. He looked untouchable, but Dana Kelly, their brilliant pharmaceutical advisor from the FDA, had an eye for numbers. She maintained Johnson’s exponential financial growth was either a miracle or larcenous. Jax knew better than to bet against her.

Positioning himself on the far side of the buffet, Jax jockeyed to keep Johnson in a clear sight line. The mini filets were within his reach. So, what of it? He ate a few. Agents had rules against drinking on the job, and not eating. When the tray looked skimpy, he strolled to the end of the table where a giant clam held iced raw oysters and fat shrimp the size of his thumb and forefinger. This time, he filled a plate with oysters and prawns and smiled when he squirted the lemon and the oysters shivered.

Does this month have an ‘R’ in it? Eat oysters, love longer. Too bad the ladies assembled here aren’t my type. I’m not licensed to hunt on the job.

A female voice across the room called, “Agent Roman!” and he placed the plate on an empty table. Johnson’s trophy wife waved imperiously. “My sorority sisters have never met a real SEAL.” Jax swallowed hard and presented himself for display. 

He heard a familiar squeal, “Well, I have! Up close, too...” a curvy honey blonde separated the squad of perfectly coiffed young things to grab Jax’s lapels. “Hi, sugar. Where have you been this month?” She slipped her arm around his waist, and stage whispered. “Ohh, you’re packing heat.” Her other hand went for his fly. Jax caught her in a steely grip.

“Sabrina, I’m on the clock.”

The bright manicures came out as the sorority sisters encircled him. His head swam giddily with the collection of fragrances assaulting him, and their hands moved everywhere. He went rigid and cleared his throat.

“I apologize for having to cut this short, Ma’am. The Senator is my first priority.” He turned on his heel to keep sight of the moving politician. 

Sabrina’s smile faded with his retreat. She mimicked a phone receiver and whined, “Call me.”

Jax’s lips turned down as he moved to another corner. Johnson made it clear Jax was not to be within earshot of his conversations. 
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WHEN YOU WASTE AN OYSTER, the eaten ones get their revenge. It wasn’t half an hour before he was desperate for a bathroom. Seeing the aft heads in use, he wasted no time in finding an unoccupied guest suite with an empty head. Thank God, he made it to his knees to surrender everything he ate into the commode. Sweating and shaking, he steadied himself on the edge of the porcelain throne, palms pressed to hold him up. He saw a glass tumbler and stumbled to stand and fill it with cool water. Then he sought a chair in the suite. Taking deep breaths and sipping the water, he pulled his phone out and texted Gideon.

“Just lost my lunch. Can’t stay here. Can you take over?”

Within twenty minutes he was in his car, trying to find another bathroom. 
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MONDAY, JUNE 8

He was still shaky before Monday’s morning meeting. Gideon cornered Jax in the break room, gloating as Jax poured a cup of fresh coffee down the sink. “Gid, is there any ginger ale in the fridge?”

Gideon opened the refrigerator door and smirked. “Morning sickness already?”

Jax’s face greyed with nausea. “Asshole.”

Gideon grunted as he dug behind lunch bags. Closing the door, he brought the two-liter to Jax. “Sabrina, what’s her story? She was not a happy girl when I took your place.”

Jax grabbed a paper cup and sank into a chrome chair. Closing one eye, he poured the half-flat soda without spilling it. “I was one of her sorority ‘merit badges’. She met me at a bar when I had a SEAL tee-shirt on. It was some stupid scavenger hunt.”

Gideon cackled very close to Jax’s aching head. “And now she thinks you’re her pet SEAL.”

Jax slid back in the chair after slugging down the ginger ale. “You can laugh, but she’s a machine.”

Gideon nodded with a lasciviously knowing smile. “Machine, huh?” He pulled out his phone and hit save.

Jax’s laughter halted as it painfully erupted into a belch. “She’s also a bag of crazy.”

Gideon erased the contact. 

Jax waved at him. “I’ll send you, her info. I’ll be dead soon anyway.” He let out another tortured belch and ran for the men’s room.
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CBI ARRIVED IN THE middle of morning assignments, and Jax’s life began to circle the bowl. 
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