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“I've often been asked, 'Why did you join the Marines?' One time, I answered a civilian honestly: 'I wanted to find out if I could shoot someone when I didn't have to.' The response was along the lines of, 'You're crazy.' After that, I never told them the truth again. They won't understand if they haven't been there.”

Terry M. Sgt., U.S.M.C. 1967/71, Chu Lai R.S.V.N. 1968
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Author’s Note
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After taking a couple of years off from Dirk Lasher thrillers, finishing Savage reminded me how absorbing and rewarding writing these stories can be. Returning to the series was driven by two major reasons: I had specific action sequences that hadn't found a place in the original six books, and I wanted to delve deeper into the emotional layers underlying military and tactical action. With Vulnerable, I've aimed to explore both aspects more meaningfully.

The action scenes in this book are as exciting and intense as ever, but there's a progression—each scene feels tighter and sharper, reflecting my growth in streamlining action without losing impact. However, what truly sets Vulnerable apart is the emotional weight behind the action. In earlier books, I focused on fear, rage, and adrenaline during intense moments, but I knew there was more depth to tap into.

While Savage was a high-stakes, continuous action piece—a two-hour shot of tension building to a climactic confrontation—Vulnerable brings the emotional undercurrents to the forefront. I've woven the personal vulnerabilities of the characters into the very fabric of the story. This book is about stripping Dirk down to his core and exploring what happens when a man like him is pushed beyond his limits, not just physically, but mentally and emotionally. The title says it all—it's about confronting what it means to be vulnerable.

Dirk's journey isn't just about his failures. He's a man who's always focused on tactics and brute force, with someone else handling strategy. Now, thrust into a role where he's expected to manage the bigger picture, he stumbles and fails. But failure isn't the end; it's necessary for Dirk to grow. This book represents a turning point—after being knocked down repeatedly and reaching a low point where even his moral compass is broken, he loses himself completely. Yet, it's in this breakdown that we see the seeds of his eventual rebuild. The story needed to reach this low, not just for drama, but because it's essential for Dirk's arc. There needs to be a shift, a moment when he begins to claw his way back, and that's what makes this book so significant in the series.

The arcs of other characters intertwine with Dirk's, especially Wade's. Their journeys mirror each other, both being stripped down emotionally. Wade's path may be subtle at first, but once you notice the connection, it illuminates Dirk's struggles in a new way. Wade's backstory ties into this story in ways that longtime readers of the Noah Kayne series will recognize. You'll find traces of Wade and Noah's past threaded throughout.

I've always wanted to explore parts of the world not often highlighted in military thrillers. Instead of the usual Middle Eastern or European settings, I've placed Dirk's adventures in Central and South America. These regions offer untapped stories rich with complexity and history—a place where chaos and confusion reign. In real-world military operations, you never truly know the bigger picture, and even when you think you have a handle on it, things can change in an instant. That's the frenetic energy I've aimed to capture, throwing the reader into the confusion along with the characters.

By the end of Vulnerable, Dirk has been stripped of everything—his resources, his allies, even his internal sense of direction. But this isn't a story about endless failure. It's about hitting rock bottom so that the only way left is up. This book marks the lowest point in Dirk's journey but also the moment where he begins to turn the corner, setting up the climactic final installment, Overkill, scheduled for release on July 4, 2025.

As I've grown as a writer, I've learned the importance of not rushing character arcs and letting emotions progress organically. In Vulnerable, the emotional journeys are woven into the narrative as much as the action scenes. Take the character Bonsai—Trudy Bonnington—as an example. Her arc has two sides: the actions she takes and how she feels about them. It's not until near the end of her journey that she realizes the consequences of her potential choices, leading to a grand, well-earned realization.

Achieving this depth required me to slow down and allow emotions to advance naturally. Characters must remain true to themselves. They can make surprising decisions, but at the moment they make them, the reader should understand how, based on what they know of the character, the decision seems rational—even if it doesn't seem rational to the reader. This was a challenging skill to master, and I believe it sets these books apart.

I strive to ensure I'm not just writing the same book over and over. Each one is distinct. Savage was brutal and action-packed; Vulnerable is an emotional tour de force. I have ambitious plans for the final book of this trilogy, Overkill. It's going to be the fastest-paced, most brutal, heart-wrenching, uplifting masterwork you've ever read. I'm taking a few weeks off before diving into it.

I hope you enjoy the journey as much as I enjoyed writing it. I've poured a lot into this book, not just in terms of action and excitement but in giving the characters the emotional depth they deserve. If you enjoyed Vulnerable, I'd love to hear from you. Reviews help others discover these books and keep the momentum going for the series. I'm also happy to answer questions on Goodreads if you have any. Thank you for being a part of Dirk's world, and I can't wait for you to see what comes next.

Oh, and this book ends with a cliffhanger. Sorry about that...
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Chapter 1
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Dirk let the engine rumble as he waited in line. 

His black ’68 Charger made a deep, throaty growl each time he gently pressed the accelerator as the lead car pulled away with its passenger. Everything felt ironic to him now; he snickered to himself at the thought that random people might be getting into random cars.

“Come pick up your very own nut-job,” he muttered, imagining a twisted marketing slogan. “Get’em while they’re medicated!”

But it wasn’t funny. Dirk wasn’t in a joking mood. He instantly felt anger at himself for thinking badly of Wade when he spotted him waiting in his own line of people being released. 

Wade Clay was a walking enigma, frustratingly odd. Even now, he was still wearing the helmet he’d grabbed and put on a month ago, right before the accident. Wade looked absurd standing there in an old man’s wife-beater undershirt, Hawaiian shorts, black knee-high socks with white sneakers, and a banged-up motorcycle helmet perched on his head, his well-muscled old man arms flexing with tension at the wait.

“At least he has the visor in the front,” Dirk muttered to himself.

The car in front of him loaded its passengers and sped off. Dirk pulled up, put the Charger in park, and waved to Wade through the passenger window. A nurse approached the driver's side as Wade opened the door and slid into the passenger seat.

“Please sign here, Mr. Lasher,” the nurse said, offering a clipboard with a stack of papers.

Dirk didn’t bother reading them; he signed where she indicated and handed the clipboard and pen back.

“He needs to come back for a checkup in three weeks, okay?” the nurse continued, reading from a form Dirk had just signed.

“We’ll be here,” Lasher nodded, giving the nurse a thumbs up. He waited for Wade to buckle up, then pulled away. As they exited, Dirk glanced in the rearview mirror, watching the same scenario play out repeatedly behind him.

“I think we’re safe, Wade. You don’t need the headgear.” He glanced over as Wade removed the helmet and stashed it in the small back seat.

“Can we go to the bar?” Wade asked. “I’m starving for some non-hospital food, and I’m guessing you haven’t bought groceries lately.”

It was true. Dirk hadn’t. He hadn’t really done much of anything over the past month. He’d gone to the VA a couple of times for his ribs, which were healing, or to visit Trudy, who was also healing, but mostly, he’d stayed in bed or stared blankly off his back deck. He’d resisted the lure of the bottle, recognizing it as a trap—perhaps the only clear-headed decision he’d made in weeks.

Lasher didn’t look healthy, either. He was pale from staying indoors, with an unkempt beard about an inch long, and his hair matted and tangled.

He didn’t want to go to the bar. He didn’t want to do anything.

“Let’s go back to the house, then you can take the car,” he said, focusing on the road as he merged onto I-95 South. Wade’s hospital was in Hollywood, about fifteen miles north of Dirk’s sprawling home.

Wade shook his head. “I’m under doctor's orders not to drive,” he looked at Dirk, then out the window. “Or operate heavy machinery,” he added, deadpan.

Dirk couldn’t tell if it was a joke or not. He had always struggled to read Wade, and the familiar frustration churned in his gut.

“Okay,” Dirk said, forcing down his irritation. “Henry’s the line cook today.” He changed lanes to take the exit for HWY 41 West, leading to the access road where his bar was located.

“He’s the best one,” Wade said, smiling.

Dirk managed to smile back. Henry was indeed the best cook they had, an older man from Honduras who had moved to Miami with his family twenty years ago.

“Where’s Trudy?” Wade asked as they exited the interstate.

“She’s still at the VA, probably for another two weeks.”

“Why so long?”

Dirk shook his head thoughtfully. “When she broke her arm, it messed up the shoulder work. They had to operate again to repair the cartilage. I don’t fully understand it, but the first time, they could use what was there; this time, they had to rebuild everything.”

“They can rebuild her. Better...faster...stronger,” Wade said, starting to hum the theme song from The Bionic Woman.

Dirk didn’t have the energy for more banter, so he went silent, and they drove the rest of the way without talking; Wade occasionally humming the Bionic Woman song.

They arrived at the Fox & Hound Pub around three in the afternoon. The place was just as it always was: a rundown biker bar that screamed trouble. Eight bikes were parked to the side of the white sand parking lot, with maybe five older model cars scattered around. Two guys were stationed out front on either side of the main doorway. Both were big, hairy, greasy, and covered in tattoos.

Dirk parked and got out. Both men nodded at him. This was part of an unspoken agreement the bar regulars and some locals had made with themselves. Dirk never asked for protection or help; they simply offered it out of loyalty, a loyalty Lasher didn’t fully understand.

But he appreciated it now more than ever.

Dirk nodded back as he walked past them.

Wade stopped to chat with the men; Dirk didn’t wait around to listen. He knew Wade well enough to guess what he was doing—building rapport, offering to buy them a beer or a burger. These were the little things Dirk would never do, but they made all the difference.

Dirk headed straight into the dimly lit interior. He nodded at a few familiar faces as he made his way to the back, where he poked his head into the kitchen. Henry was there with another line cook.

“Henry, could you whip up a burger for Wade and me?” Lasher asked.

Henry looked up and nodded as though he had been expecting Dirk and his request.

Dirk waved his thanks and turned to sit in his usual booth near the kitchen door, all the way at the back of the drab flat-roof structure. A few moments later, a burly man came around from behind the bar and placed a warm, unopened can of store-brand orange soda on the table in front of Dirk.

“The beer’s cold,” the man said, “but this ain’t.” He turned and headed back to the bar.

“Larry,” Dirk said, popping the tab on the can, “it’s your thoughtful hospitality that keeps the patrons coming back.” He raised the soda in a salute and took a big swallow.

Larry grinned. He liked Dirk, everyone did. “Sure, that must be it, not the twenty-five cent drafts or anything.”

Wade appeared from the front before Dirk had to come up with a reply. Larry immediately grabbed a cold glass from the small freezer behind the bar, filled it with an unlabeled craft beer, and brought it over to Wade, who slid into the booth opposite Dirk.

Dirk watched; his face skeptical. “Did they specifically say alcohol was okay?”

Wade didn’t hesitate, taking a long pull from the glass. “You got me; you signed all the paperwork with the instructions.” He smiled, raising the glass slightly in Dirk’s direction in a mock toast before taking another long drink.

Dirk rolled his eyes and glanced around the bar.

Henry arrived with two plates, each bearing a hamburger and fries. He set one in front of Dirk and the other in front of Wade. Wade ate quickly, clearly hungry. The artisan buns, fresh from a bakery Henry had a connection with, made the burgers something special. Dirk took a couple of bites—it was as good as always—but he wasn’t in the mood for food. Wade noticed and, after a polite pause, ended up finishing Dirk’s meal as well.

Larry returned to clear the table, and Dirk and Wade sat in comfortable silence for a good while.

Finally, Wade spoke. “I’d like to visit Trudy in the hospital.” He took a long drink, watching Dirk closely.

“Sure,” Lasher agreed.

“Let’s go now. I miss her,” Wade said.

Dirk nodded. He missed her too.

They got up and walked out, both acknowledging a few people on their way to the car. Wade paused before getting in, looking over the roof of the Charger at Lasher. “Do you think she’ll remember me?” he asked.

It was an odd and almost ridiculous question, but Wade seemed genuinely concerned. Dirk forced himself not to make a snide remark. “I’d say the chances are pretty good,” he replied with a thin smile before getting into the car.
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Chapter 2
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“I’ll never remember who all these clowns are,” Kimberly Sharp muttered.

She was dressed in her signature red power dress, a silk satin creation that hugged her curves like a second skin. The dress was tailored to perfection, accentuating her broad shoulders and athletic arms while artfully concealing the scars and healed wounds marring her torso. 

It left absolutely nothing to the imagination, a deliberate choice.

K'Bari stood silently behind her in the grand reception hall. His towering frame, reminiscent of a pro basketball player, was a study in strength, with massive, rounded shoulders and long, powerful arms. His bleached blond curls contrasted sharply with his otherwise dark features. Like Sharp, he was impeccably dressed, his tuxedo fitting as if it had been crafted just for him.

​“That one there? That’s Desmond Hoyte, head of the People’s National Congress. He was president before Janet Jagan took over,” K'Bari said in his deep, edgy voice. The rhythm of his Creole-tinged English blended smoothly with an Americanized tone, adding an exotic touch to his words.

Sharp eyed Hoyte, her expression turning to one of mild disdain. “Why would I waste time with the loser of the last election?”

K'Bari’s gaze remained steady. “’Cause he’s still with us, while Jagan? She not.”

Sharp looked unconvinced.

“Outside Georgetown, it’s a different story,” K’Bari continued, his tone unwavering. “Hoyte’s still got pull. The government here? It’s more of a local suggestion. Guyana’s almost two countries now. Hoyte’s got his own base in New Amsterdam, south of the Berbice River.”

Sharp nodded, absorbing the information. “That’s where we think the oil is. Does he know?”

K’Bari’s smile was slow and deliberate, devoid of warmth. “Ain’t nobody livin’ knows.” His words carried a chilling undertone.

The thought sent a thrill up Kimberly Sharp’s spine, a reaction only someone as twisted as she could feel. K’Bari allowed his gaze to drop from her face, his smile widening ever so slightly. “Not too cold in here, is it?” he asked, his eyes unapologetically roving.

Sharp subtly shifted her shoulders back and forth, a movement that caused the focus of K’Bari’s stare to dance under the dress in an alluring way. His expression remained impassive, but the smile lingered.

“Damnit, K’Bari,” Sharp said with a low growl. “Now I’m in the mood. Introduce me to Hoyte, then go find me a candidate for tonight. Someone with some fight in them.”
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Chapter 3
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Afternoon thunderstorms were in full swing as Dirk Lasher drove Wade Clay to the VA hospital where Trudy Bonnington was being treated. The rain slowed everything down, hammering on the car roof and drenching the windshield to the point where the wipers, even on their highest setting, did little to improve visibility.

A couple of accidents on the road turned what was usually a quick twenty-minute trip from the bar into a prolonged ordeal. They finally arrived at the hospital lobby just after 7:30 p.m., thirty minutes after visiting hours had ended.

Dirk tried to negotiate with the evening shift nurse, but rules were rules, she said. She was older and seemed somewhat checked out. During the discussion, Dirk noticed that Wade had disappeared. He was getting nowhere with the nurse when the desk phone rang. She picked it up, nodded a few times, and then hung up.

“Well, that’s some luck right there,” she said to Dirk, looking skeptical. “Miss Bonnington’s primary care physician just called to tell me that he’s approved after-hours visitors for her and gave me your name and Wade Clay’s.”

Dirk had his suspicions but didn’t care. 

“Where did your friend go?” the nurse asked when she realized she needed two badges, but only one person was standing in front of her.

Just then, Wade emerged from the bathroom on the other side of the small lobby and hurried over. “Sorry, sorry,” he said. “Seventy-five-year-old kidneys have their own agenda,” he added, speaking to Dirk but in a way that included the nurse. Then Wade turned to the nurse with a laugh. She responded with a smile, and he even reached over to touch her arm.

He stood waiting as the nurse opened a drawer and pulled out two visitor badges. Dirk noticed they were dark blue, rather than the usual yellow.

Dirk felt a pang of irritation, thinking Wade was going to blow it. Then Wade said something else about being 75 years old, which made the nurse smile again. Apparently, Wade was a charmer on the senior circuit. After more small talk, the strangeness of the doctor’s phone call was completely forgotten.

They took the elevator to the fourth floor, checked in at the nurse’s station, and were led to room 434. The nurse knocked, announced them, then nodded and walked back to her station.

Dirk peeked his head in first. He was familiar with the room; he stopped by every couple of days.

“I have a visitor,” he said when he saw Bonsai looking back at him. She smiled at seeing him, then her eyes widened at the mention of a visitor. There was really only one person it could be.

Wade stepped around Dirk with a big smile on his face, and Bonsai’s face lit up.

“Trudy!” Wade said as he walked over.

She was sitting up in a hospital bed in a small private room. She had on a white tank top similar to Wade’s, only hers was clean. Her right shoulder showed signs of massive trauma, with a new scar running from the top of her shoulder to her bicep, then horizontally around her arm to her tricep. The scar was fresh and pink, with small marks still visible where staples had recently been removed. Her right forearm looked pale, like it had recently been removed from a cast.

“Wade!” she exclaimed, holding out her arms for an embrace, the right arm not held as high as the left.

They both smiled broadly. Wade stepped over, careful not to disturb her shoulder as he embraced her.

“I’m glad you remember me. Dietrich tells me they installed bionics, like on TV,” Wade said very seriously. Dirk’s proper first name was either Dietrich or Detrick; Wade waffled between the two pronunciations, and he was likely the only one who actually which one was correct.

Bonsai made a face. “What TV?”

“You know, The Bionic Woman! She fought Bigfoot, if you didn’t know,” Wade said, deadpan, almost with a hint of reverence.

Bonsai had no idea what he was talking about. She was too young to have watched the TV shows from the 1970s.

She kept her smile. “Whatever, you weirdo,” she said, still smiling as she reached out for a second hug. “I’m just glad you’re okay. We didn’t know...” she trailed off. After the situation resolved itself a month ago on Wade’s property, she and Wade were taken to different hospitals.

Wade’s face changed. “I had forgotten that. They blew up all my stuff, didn’t they?” He turned to Dirk, looking a little bewildered.

“Everyone can stay with me,” Dirk interjected. “But there are some things we need to talk about. Once you get released, it might be best if we take the boat out for a while to get away from everything.”

Bonsai picked up on some nuances that Wade missed.

“What’s happening?” she asked.

Dirk stepped over to the other side of the bed and sat down in the visitor’s chair by the window. He pointed to a similar chair for Wade to sit in on the other side of the bed by the door.

“Nothing dangerous, not yet anyway, but it seems the idiots in the organization can’t leave me alone,” Dirk said after Wade got settled. “They’ve been working behind the scenes with some of the banks I use. A lot of the accounts are being closed, which is fine, I can just transfer the funds somewhere else.  The accounts that are being confiscated are troublesome because I lose all access to the money and may never get it back.”

Wade nodded as though he understood. Dirk knew he might or might not; it would depend on Wade’s mood.

Bonsai looked confused. She didn’t know any of the history.

“I remember that Jim Cruz guy,” Bonsai said, looking at Dirk. “He said you owed the organization money. Are they trying to collect?”

Dirk frowned. He looked worn out and disheveled, but there was still fire behind his eyes on the subject. “It’s all just a nuisance. Lisa did some computer work for them in Panama, and we ended up getting a percentage of the organization’s Panama income for maybe two years. It was an enormous sum of money.”

“And they want it back?” Bonsai asked.

“I don’t care what they want,” Dirk bristled slightly. Bonsai always had so many questions on this topic, and he was never in the mood to answer. “It was all done under contract and completely legal. But it’s all moot. They can chase me around for crumbs, but what I’ve learned is that once you have these types of resources, other avenues open to you. I have investments and holdings all over the world. I’m very diversified. The truth is—and I think this is why they’re fixated on me—the truth is that I probably have more resources and more pull, should I use those resources, than they do, at least in any particular geography.”

“Then why mess with you? Why not let sleeping dogs lie?”

Dirk nodded. He looked at Wade, who was also listening intently, then back to Bonsai.

“They did for a while,” Dirk answered. “Either they didn’t know the extent of my holdings until recently, or they weren’t working on anything I could interfere with. Whatever it is, something changed. A third possibility is they have their own problems and now need the money where before they didn’t. That could be it, with the Colombian drug trade starting to dry up. That was their primary funding source back in the ’80s.”

Bonsai’s smile faded to confusion. “I don’t understand. Are you saying you’re rich?”

Wade laughed.

“What?” Bonsai turned to him.

“You’ve seen his house,” Wade said. “Only a rich guy would live in a place like that.”

Bonsai looked even more confused. “I’ve never seen the house. The only house I’ve seen, Wade, was yours.”

“You’re kidding?” Wade said. “He’s got the biggest house on Biscayne Bay!”

Dirk started to look annoyed. “Wade, cut it out. Don’t start.”

Dirk cut Wade off just in time; he had been in the process of raising his arms for a big speech.

“What?” Bonsai was desperately curious. “What house? A mansion?”

Dirk’s mood darkened. “It was Lisa’s house more than mine. She enjoyed all that stuff.”

“What stuff?” Bonsai was becoming exasperated. “Can either of you give me a straight answer or what?” Her tone was still friendly, but there was a small edge to it.

“When you get out of here, I’ll take you there so you can see it yourself, okay?” Lasher said. There was just enough friendly forcefulness in his tone to end the topic.

“Awesome,” Bonsai said, calming, the feeling similar to having won an argument even though she wasn't actually arguing with anyone. Well, maybe herself.

“I want to talk about something else, though, Trudy. Something serious about your future,” Dirk said, changing the subject.

Lasher had met Specialist Bonnington, aka Trudy, aka Bonsai, as part of a mission into the Darién Gap. She had been the Delta Force team RTO, Radio Telephone Operator. The Delta team had been lost in a plane crash, and only she and Lasher survived. They bonded quickly in that environment, and, at least from Dirk’s standpoint, he was still trying to figure out what their relationship actually was.

“Okay,” she said, sitting up a bit and matching Dirk's solemn tone.

“I know they’ve offered you a medical discharge,” Dirk started.

Now Bonsai looked uncomfortable.

“So?” she said. “It’s not mandatory.”

Dirk nodded. He had spoken to General Hampton, so he knew that Bonsai’s injuries would prevent her from returning to Delta Force. Her options were to select a new support related MOS (Military Occupational Specialty) or take the medical discharge, which was honorable. If she chose to change specializations, she would have to go through AIT (Advanced Individual Training) for that MOS and then be assigned to a new unit.

It was the military equivalent of starting all over again. It also meant she would miss the Warrant Officer window, which Dirk had encouraged her to take. There were strict time-in-MOS requirements, as the entire point of getting a Warrant was because you were being acknowledged as an operational expert in that field, and you needed time in the field to become that expert.

Dirk spoke kindly. “I know you have two choices: take the honorable discharge or start over in a support-related MOS. No more forward deployments. And no more Delta Force.”

She was visibly upset, turning her head.

“It’s all I ever wanted, and I failed my first assignment.”

Dirk shook his head. “Hold on there, soldier. You succeeded at your first assignment.  In a nearly impossible situation you saved over 300 solders.”

“And this is the thanks I get?” She was indignant, not mad at Dirk or Wade but having nowhere else to funnel her disappointment.

Dirk understood her frustration deeply. It was the same realization he had come to long ago and the same feeling of being abandoned. The U.S. military was a machine. It could provide great benefits and opportunities if it turned one way and randomly take them away if it turned the other.
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Chapter 4
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Sharp stood talking to Desmond Hoyte in the reception hall, the room’s grand chandeliers casting a soft glow on their conversation. She was a master manipulator, and after their introductions, she had strategically “dropped” a napkin, allowing Hoyte a lingering view down her dress as she bent over. It was a move executed with precision, the kind of tactic that had always served her well in negotiations. And, knowing exactly what she was doing, the view was unencumbered by undergarments, adding an extra layer (or removing it?) from her calculated ploy.

The effect was immediate—she had Desmond Hoyte’s full and undivided attention.

“Mr. President,” she began with a voice as smooth as silk. Kimberly Sharp knew how to start a conversation and how to draw someone in with a mix of allure and intellect. She was an expert in playing to ego, keeping promises without actually making them. Lightly, she touched his arm at the bicep, her fingers brushing against the fabric of his expensive suit. “Oh, you are a strong one, aren’t you?” she added with a coy blush.

Every movement and every word was meticulously planned and flawlessly executed.

Hoyte smiled, his experience evident in his measured response. “K’Bari tell me you an’ I, we might have similar interests.” he said, his polished Guyanese accent lending a musical quality to his words. He appreciated the brief contact but did not reciprocate the warmth, recognizing the manipulation beneath her charm.

Kimberly could read Hoyte as easily as a well-worn book. He wasn’t going to be swayed by her charms alone, so she shifted tactics, adopting a more businesslike tone. “I believe we do, yes. What I find particularly interesting is that you lost your last election,” she remarked, her pouty face a delicate mask of false sympathy. But she performed it in such a way that it was clear this was an act reserved for someone of Desmond Hoyte’s stature—former president of Guyana, South America. It was a clever blend of manipulation and open camaraderie, designed to put him at ease while still asserting her control over the conversation.

Hoyte’s smile dimmed at the mention of the election, a brief flicker of irritation crossing his face.

Sharp continued without missing a beat, integrating his reaction seamlessly into her narrative. “But by losing, you’ve gained other resources that actually make you more influential now—now that you are, how should I say, untethered from the watchful eyes of the public?” Her voice carried a note of intrigue as if she were sharing a secret with him, drawing him further into her web.

Hoyte was a man of power, fully aware of the implications behind Sharp’s words. He also knew that in situations like this, when someone like Kimberly Sharp reached out with a proposition, there were often additional, more personal, benefits to be had.

He allowed a smile to return, this time tinged with something darker. “It does take plenty energy, yes? To work behind de scenes, outta de public eye, as you say,” he replied, his eyes drifting over her form, his interest unmistakable.

Sharp noticed and understood the silent agreement forming between them. She knew what he wanted, and she was more than prepared to deliver.

Sharp switched to her upbeat, almost girlish persona, the transition seamless. “Let’s get to know each other better. I have these pesky 10,000 FARC soldiers—the ones trained and led by US Special Forces and General Cruz. Maybe if we clear the air, some magical idea will fall into our laps about how we can work together! You know, maybe make New Amsterdam a real proper capital?”

Hoyte chuckled, appreciating her directness and the potential benefits of their alliance, as he began to escort her toward his private quarters. The room seemed to quiet as they passed, the buzz of the reception fading into the background. As they neared the door, Hoyte’s arm slipped around her waist, his hand drifting lower, testing the boundaries. As they disappeared from sight, just before they were gone, Kimberly Sharp reached behind and took Hoyte’s curious hand in a warm embrace. She pushed it lower onto her rear, which swayed this way and that as they walked away.
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Chapter 5
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The next two weeks passed with little of note. Wade moved into Dirk’s guest house by the large Mediterranean-style pool at the back of the property. There were four such bungalows, each the equivalent of an upscale one-bedroom apartment. Wade visited Dirk and Lisa’s house many times, but he never stayed over.

A large dumpster sat outside the front of the property, its presence suggesting some sort of upheaval, though only a few items were tossed inside. The main house itself was a testament to the interpretation of modern Miami art deco architecture—two stories of sleek glass and sharp right angles, reflecting the opulence of its surroundings.

Behind the house, on the other side of the pool area, lay Biscayne Bay. In 1998, Biscayne Bay was a picturesque lagoon located on the southeastern coast of Florida, bordered by the vibrant city of Miami to the west and the barrier islands, including Miami Beach, to the east. The bay was known for its crystal-clear waters, abundant marine life, and stunning views of the Miami skyline. It was an exclusive enclave where the wealthy and powerful made their homes, with opulent mansions lining the shore, each one a fortress of luxury and seclusion, far removed from the chaos of the city.

Dirk’s property featured a newly built concrete dock that extended from the pool area far out into the bay. Several boats were moored along the dock, ranging from small sports boats to a large, high-tech-looking white sixty-foot yacht.
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