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LA:

Remnants of the early morning fog clung to headstones and bushes, hovering over the close-cropped grass right to the edges of where those left to grieve, stood in a ring around an ornate gold and white casket. While most of the bereaved wore dark colors, everyone had either a flashy colorful pocket square or tie or an accessory of some kind that was as bright as the one being buried. Out in the bay, sailboats raced into the wind, their sails spread like wings on large white birds, as if they came to escort her to a faraway land.

The minister’s rich baritone voice rang out, “...Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust. Dear Polly, you will be sorely missed.” With that, he closed his book. 

Mourners stood in place, not one could believe the flamboyant, vivacious, force of nature know as Polly Enders-St. Claire had exited the earth as calmly and quietly as she had. She had fought hard to bring her version of a Women’s Club to the beach area, hired the best entertainers, and took care of them in her own way. Patrons were also given a top of the line show with top-shelf liquor. One night she led the party, went to sleep, and never woke up. 
Osgood Williams, her attorney and longtime friend walked to the casket and laid a bright pink rose on top. His mind was still reeling. Do you know what a mess you left me with? I’ll get even ol girl, just you wait. He shook hands with the man in the starched white collar and moved on. He knew what was in the will, and had until Monday to brace himself for the theatrics which was bound to play out.

***
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Four months later; Washington DC:

Rebel stood at the front of the county’s holding cell, forearms resting on a crossbar. She recognized the step-slide of the man who tried to throw her in the cell. When he came to, she was in the eight by eight foot space, the door was open and he was face down on the floor. He eased up to the door. “Ink wasn’t dry and you’re out.” He side-eyed her as he spoke, “Heard she was a Senator or something.” Rebel stared at him until he opened the door and stepped back. 

As she stomped off, she muttered, “I heard you were a braying ass on a good day.”

Her boss stood at the window waiting as Rebel signed for her personal effects. “I must say, we have a wild one. It’s also a favor for an old friend.” Rebel slapped the magazine back into her gun and slid it into the shoulder holster, only to repeat the process with a second one. “Ava is in the car, she wanted to come get you but I figured the temptation to leave dead bodies in your wake would prove to be too much.” Still a fine looking woman for her sixty-plus years, Corrine Golding was no-nonsense, no b.s., no games, and not one to have on your bad side; as a good many in DC had found out ten years prior. “Did you find out anything?” 

Rebel shook her head, her copper-red hair swishing side to side as she did.  “Nothing I didn’t already know.” One visit to someone in a military hospital had led to a highly exaggerated claim and being hauled off to jail before she got any real details. “Maybe they should learn to ask why someone has a gun before they go ape shit...just a thought.” The snicker from her boss was exactly what she needed. “I did find out something interesting though.” Corrine waited for the punch line, with the mood her star employee was in, she figured on a snarky one-liner. “Zimmers was killed the day before yesterday. Went out to grab the mail and was shot long range. Kicker is, in the mail was an ace of clubs. That’s like, all but three of Operation AUFO and five from Flying Carpet that have been killed or died suspiciously and each one had an ace of clubs left on or near the body.” Rebel never noticed the way her boss processed that bit of information as she tucked her hair behind her ear as they strode for the door. “So we have a wild one huh? Worse than the sweet sixteen party?” Even the mere mention made Corrine roll her eyes like she was a teenager again. That was close to a Royal disaster. It was also a good thing the royal family could afford the expense of keeping a dozen daughters of well-connected families safe on a three-day jaunt. 

All of C-Go employees met certain criteria. They were tall, well-educated, beautiful, and deadly. Golding commanded a high price for their security services and they came well equipped. Each woman had been handpicked by Corrine, she covered her bases and their asses when need be. Reva, aka Rebel, was a wild card sometimes; however, her gut instincts were spot on and had gotten the women and their clients out of several hairy situations in the six years they had been together. When she recruited Rebel, it was a package deal, Ava came along. It worked. 

As Niles St. Clair checked out the ultra-modern office, he was starting to wonder if his attorney hadn’t overstated the ability of the firm. For what it was going to cost, they had damn well better be as good as Osgood said they were. The ornate double doors swung open as three of the most stunning women he had ever laid eyes on strode into the room. Corrine Goulding stuck a hand out, “Mister St. Claire, I’m sorry to keep you waiting. This is Ms. Carter, my right hand here at C-Go, and Ms. Thorn.” 

Not since junior high had he been nervous around a woman, these three scared the hell out of him. His head tipped back, his mind reeled as he took in the blonde and redhead in front of him. They reached out to shake hands, as they shared their names. Rebel and Ava, what sort of firm had Ozzy put him with? He was totally unaware of being sized up. Rebel wasn’t impressed. Niles was a man of slight stature, dressed with a bit too much care and she doubted his nails had ever met dirt. To top it off, he seemed awful fussy. 

The women dropped into buttery soft tan leather chairs as Corrine brought her crew up to par. “Osgood Wilson sent Mr. St. Claire to us.” They nodded, it was apparent to Niles they were acquainted with his lawyer. “Along with his cousin Wesley St. Claire, they own what was Polly Enders–St. Claire’s pet project, otherwise known as The Gold Standard.” She watched eyebrows raise in unison and knew any arguments would be held until the end. “Three months ago Niles went to see Osgood after he overheard the cleaning crew talking about items being moved through the establishment. Shortly before Polly’s death she expanded the club and bought the building next door for storage of props, amps, etc. So the possibility is there. Then a bit over a month ago the dancers started getting threatening notes crammed under the dressing room doors, in their lockers, etc. but the cameras haven’t gotten anyone.” 

Niles cut in then, his voice held a slightly nasal tone. “First it was notes, then a couple of weeks ago there were two rounds of huge snakes, the second one was a rattlesnake, the first pair was deadly and not native to this country. One was a cobra and the other a Russell’s viper. If the bartender hadn’t bumped the AC controls by accident, we would have lost a couple of men to some cretin playing games. The cold sort of sent them into hibernation.” He looked between the women. “Then on Monday a dancer was found dead in the club, his throat had been cut. To be honest, I think my cousin is behind this. He wanted nothing to do with the club, he was afraid his friends would think he’s gay, but last Friday he pulled in driving a brand new sports car, and then he’s bragging about golf clubs that I know cost upwards of a grand. At the beginning of the month, he was worried about paying his electric bill.” Rebel and Ava had a language of their own, in a look they were on the same page. 

“Bill Colbert and Trudy Glass still have The Gilt Trip and Stage Left, since Polly moved and provided more room, a reduced cover charge and more...talent, their numbers are off.” Before Corrine could say any more, St. Claire’s phone rang. He glanced at it, then stood and moved across the room. Corinne finished her findings on the immediate competition. They had overheard pieces of his conversation before he paled.

“Oh. My. Gawd. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” He reached for the back of the chair, hands shaking as he held on, moving cautiously until he could sit. “Another of our dancers was found hanging by his feet with his throat cut. There was a note thumb tacked to his chest, it said if we made the tour they would kill them all.”  Rebel turned and grabbed a pen, she scrawled the names of who she wanted with her and stood, Ava hot on her heels as they left.  Corrine’s smile was as close to feral as any he had witnessed.

“This” she waved the paper, “Is some of my top operatives. I’ll have them in place day after tomorrow at the latest.” With that, she hit the intercom button and gave directions to cut the red tape with the airline and get their client back ASAP. The man was led out, put in a sedan, and escorted about his way until he was belted into a first-class seat on a flight aimed at LA. 

From her office, the view overlooked the National Mall one way and the Tidal Basin the other. Rotating between the two vistas killed an hour. Swiveling in her chair as she dialed her old friend, something ate at Corrine long enough that she gave in, it was time to take action. However, first things first, “C-GO for Mister Wilson please.” A couple of blips and beeps later, his rich voice seemed to fill the room. 

“Corrine, did he agree?” It was a calculated risk sending him to her of all people. The woman had nearly upended the whole of Congress in an attempt to catch a cheating spouse. She had done just that and opened several other cans of worms that sent no less than eight sitting congressmen to jail. To say she was a force to be reckoned with was an understatement. However, if what his favorite Private Investigator had discovered was near true, they had major problems. He held back what he knew, sharing only enough to arouse her curiosity.

“By default, he got a call while he was here. One of the dancers was killed in the club. We’re in now.” Wilson got the short version, it was all she had, he opted to head that way. She sat staring out over the park below her windows, sighed, picked up the phone, and made one more call. She was all set to leave a message when she heard his voice. 

“Hold on, Commissioner Mills here.”

“Ritchy, its Corrine.” He pulled up short nearly tipping over. “I need a favor.”

“Sure, I’d do anything for my favorite cousin...as long as it’s mostly legal.” She laid out what she knew and had dug up, but only to a point.

“So do you have someone you can throw in undercover? I’m not so sure she isn’t in danger but there is no way I could pull her off this and not arouse her curiosity. Once that happens, well...then I know she will be in danger.”

“As it happens, I was already aware of that situation at the club here in town, the wife knows one of their moms. I‘ll do it for you, but I expect an expensive bottle of wine for my birthday.” Her laughter made his day, having grown up next door to each other, he was sure she had a hand in many of the good things that had come his way, his current position being one of them, although today he’d gladly be a car salesman.

***
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“Don Julio? Really now, tell me again how broke you are.” Hector pulled the bag back into place around the bottle, shrugging his shoulders as he did. It was the usual twenty questions with their favorite snitch. Southern California, at times, seemed to fall right out of a movie script, this was one of them. 

“Hey, I’m entitled, now and then.” He hadn’t looked up, “I think I’m being watched.” Neither cop turned to either verify or blow up the theory. “Word is, big guns are moving through. Local muscle is being shut out. They want war. Check with the gang unit. Mexican cartel may be, they have boatloads coming through. Old school metal, .9millimeter, Glocks, Berettas, AKs, they are being spread out. Not a lot of respect and some of these new people, nada. I was in the alley the other night and two dudes were talking about “the ship” and one said he never saw five million fifty caliber rounds before.” 

They yanked him up, did a fast pat down while he yelled about police brutality. A marked unit pulled up, loaded Hector into the back, and drove to the station. He was in long enough to visit the men’s room and out the back door. 

The duo strolled over to a hole in the wall eatery, both were positive they had eaten far worse while in the military. They were halfway through their gastro bombs when the call came. Their sandwich wrappers arced through the air, sailing into the trash can as Detectives Cade Tucker and Blaze Rothman jumped into their car, hit the lights and sirens, and went screaming through the pre-lunchtime traffic. 

Just two weeks before they had met Tucker’s kid brother at a small bistro-style place on the boulevard for lunch, since then, their world had been turned upside down. As Rothman drove, Tucker let his mind wander back to that day. 

They had been cooling their heels at the sidewalk café for ten minutes. That alone had Cade wondering what was up, his kid brother was many things, punctual was at the top of the list. Tardiness had been his pet peeve since childhood. Cade relaxed when he saw Erik weaving his way through traffic on his cobalt blue mountain bike. His cheeks were flushed as he waved and locked his favorite transportation into the rack. They were quick to notice at least five women stopped him on his way to their table. Blaze glanced at his partner as he commented, “Obviously, he doesn’t need our help in finding a date.” 

“Nope, whatever it was, he sounded spooked.” Erik’s dark hair was sun-streaked from summer surfer expeditions, combined with flashing blue eyes; he attracted women like bees to honey. He had taken some ribbing over his decision to be an “entertainer” while he decided what he wanted to do in his life, but in general, their parents had handled it pretty well. Last week he had signed up for the spring semester which put their mom and dad at ease. The younger Tucker squeezed in between the wall and table, his dirty, beat-up, gray backpack at his feet. 

A pretty waitress with pink hair and dimples stopped by, “Hi Erik, the usual?” His smile was straight out of a toothpaste commercial.  Cade hadn’t noticed before, how at ease his kid brother was with the opposite sex. Immediately he wondered how many women he had found at the club after work.

“Yeah, that would be great, thanks.” She took orders for burgers from the other two and strolled off. Once she was out of earshot Erik glanced about, as if he was expecting to see something out of the norm. “So, there’s always some gossip running through the club. You hear things, ya know.” 

As Army Ranger team members Cade and Blaze had developed an unspoken language of their own, it carried over to the department. Erik dug something out of his pocket, “Two weeks ago, this girl I knew in high school was in with a bunch of her friends, she had left her phone sitting on the bar. She didn’t go too far before they called to find out if it was still there. I offered to wait after closing so she could get it back, usually, I ride my bike, but that night I had driven in. She showed up like five minutes after we checked out, so we sat in my truck talking for a few minutes and then...” His gaze swiveled between the two, “the storage building the club has, it’s an empty storefront next door, anyway, a big box truck pulled up in the back. They moved a bunch of wooden crates out. I don’t think they saw us, we were parked under that big cypress tree and my windows are tinted. Two guys were standing out next to the truck holding these big ass guns. They pulled out, then someone in a gold Buick pulled out behind them. After I got her out of there, I walked over, this was on the ground.” He placed a live fifty caliber round in his brother’s hand. “Those cases were big. Took two dudes your size to move them.” Cade handed it over to Blaze, they didn’t like it. Word on the street was that guns were being shipped through their end of the city, more than usual. And then Hector had sent word, he wanted to talk. Between Erik and the snitch, it didn’t look good.  

One thing Cade knew, was his brother still had a hold card. Erik was too twitchy. Something else was bothering him. Their food made it out in record-breaking time, as the pink-haired woman left to go greet another customer; Erik looked at his food then back at his brother. “Three days a week we’ve been getting together to practice, we have a world tour coming up. Mitch got some weird note crammed in his locker, we don’t know how long it had been in there, he isn’t exactly neat.” He took a bite of the chicken avocado wrap before dropping the bombshell. “Then this morning there was a rattlesnake in my locker. I got there just as Frankie and Art pulled in, still had my earbuds in; Art saved my ass. He heard it rattle.” Erik flipped his phone around to show his brother the picture of the snake. “Animal control called a reptile expert; it was six feet long and pissed off. Where he was at, I would have had a face full of fangs as soon as I opened the door.” Cade blanched at the notion. 

“Has anyone else gotten any warnings?” Blaze had known the brothers since he was in elementary school; he had always viewed Cade’s siblings as his. 

“All of us, Art, Frankie, Lars, Eddie, Lance...in the last few days, it’s been crazy. The bar back, Andy, he usually checks the bulbs in our mirrors.  He came cruising in with Frankie and found two other huge damn snakes that are not from here. A cobra and some viper...they would have died if they had been bitten, but the air conditioner was cranked to ice rink so the things were a bit sluggish.” 

His brother wiped the burger juice off his cheek as he spoke around the bite he had taken. “What about the others?” 

“Lance got this manifesto, it was like ninety-seven pages of babble about we aren’t even sure what. That was when it all headed downhill. Lars is allergic to shellfish, someone smeared some juice or the real thing on the inside of his T-bar, so he absorbed it through his junk...swelling may be a good thing, but not when lack of breathing goes with it.” Blaze wasn’t sure if he should laugh or not. “Lance went to his car for something, he hit the remote lock and then someone called out to him from the rope line, he walked back and his car blew up. LAPD hung around most of the night, brought their dogs in and all but didn’t find anything. What it boils down to is they, whoever they are, do not want us on this tour.”  

He finished off his wrap, then snapped his fingers and dug into the backpack, pulling out Mickey and Minnie stuffed toys. “Here, present for the kiddos.” Blaze took them, his smile was a bit on the sad side.

“Thank you. They will love them.” He tried to play the tough guy, at least in public, at home he was simply daddy. His only hope was this time Madeline, his ex, would respond to treatment. Two tours in Iraq had left her with extreme PTSD. In a moment of complete lucidity, she realized how close she had been to hurting the twins and herself. When he got the call to meet the officers on scene, he was close to hyperventilating. Surprisingly enough, Maddie had seemed happy to go into treatment. 

Cade didn’t like the way this was shaping up, as they stood up to leave, both of the cops phones chimed. Erik was off to the gym a block away, he assured his brother he didn’t need to have someone hold his hand to get there. The text messages had been identical. Meet the commissioner in thirty minutes.  As they climbed into the sedan, Tucker looked at his partner, “I didn’t do anything this time.” Blaze was left to shake his head as he shrugged, he was clueless too. 

They had waited close to an hour when the commissioner dashed through the door with his tie flapping on the breeze he created, popping store brand antacids and chugging coffee which had long since gone cold. “You two ever hear the term ‘happy wife happy life?” They both snickered as the man growled. He dropped into his standard black office chair, chewing another pale pink tablet. “So the other night my wife’s BFF called, bawling like a baby. Her son works at some all-male review. Someone tried to kill him, it seems he has an allergy to shrimp or shellfish or whatever, anyway. His car sat in the parking lot for three days while he was in the hospital when they went to retrieve it, someone shot at them. He managed to get away but this,” he dropped a handful of spent fifty caliber shells on the desk. “was found at the scene. He’s also the son of the State Attorney, Dominic Larson. Kid uses...” 

“Lars, yeah we know. Erik, my kid brother works there too. He brought us a live one.” Tucker dropped it on the desk, “He had other info too.” The rest of the interview seemed cut and dried, rattle some contacts, see if they could find out anything, and then the bombshell.

“I also got a second call that ties into this. A very high priced security firm has been hired to keep them safe, they’ll be here in a day or two. The lead operative may have a contract on her head and her boss doesn’t want her to know...she’s supposed to be as hot-tempered as you are Tucker. I need you two to go undercover and try to keep her alive while trying to find out if it’s one of the dancers running guns through there.” Rothman couldn’t contain his mirth. He barely managed to keep his large frame in the chair. Commissioner Mills gave him the staredown, “Don’t laugh, you’re his backup.” Blaze’s laughter turned to coughing as he sputtered about how he couldn’t prance around in some man-string on a stage. “Suck it up, after the last escapade you two pulled off, you both need this opportunity to lay low for a bit. Check-in with Elias every other day.” 

Blaze killed the lights and siren two blocks out, they pulled up across the street and raced around cars and city busses to the door of The Gold Standard. Cade’s heart was beating so fast he was ready to pass out until he saw it wasn’t Erik. He fell against the wall, bent at the waist, thanking every deity known to man. Blaze handed him the usual blue booties and a pair of gloves. 

“You okay man?” Tucker nodded as he stood upright. He didn’t have to explain, when the call came in, he had seen the look on his best friend’s face. Blaze was as invested as he was. 

Tucker and Rothman stood shoulder to shoulder looking at the pool of blood on the floor. The dancer was as tall as they were and fairly heavily muscled, “Looks like one cut, no trauma to the head,” Kitty Banks, the medical examiner was feeling over Sam White’s head as she spoke. “Vic danced as Robin Hood, from what the bar back said. He also found the body, the barf pile on the other side of the bar is his. Hmmm.” She flipped White’s head to the side. “He was injected at the base of his skull. Left a knot. I can tell you more after I get him back and crack him open.” At five foot even she had the demeanor of a drill sergeant. She turned, one eyebrow raised, “I heard from the upper crumbs that I wasn’t supposed to let on that I know you two...but no one said I couldn’t take in a show.” Both men groaned in unison.  They did a quick once over of the victim before peeling their protective layer and dropping it in Banks’ bag. She made a point of gathering everything used on a site, just in case. It had saved their bacon more than once department wise so they didn’t grouse. 

“Erik told them we were former EMTs that got caught in the budget crunch, so the bosses shouldn’t get snoopy. He said there used to be some substance abuse by the staff but the owner had put a stop to it, however, that was why he never told them we’re cops.” They ducked into a side room when the other officers came in to help cut the body down.  

Blaze eased onto a stool, grimacing as he did so. “I swear to god man, I wasn’t this damn sore when we were in basic training.” He rearranged a bit, “That boy missed his damn calling, he could easily be a DI with no problem.” Cade laughed at his buddy, head shaking as he did.

“For way too many reasons, I cannot picture my kid brother as a drill instructor. But, yeah, he can be a pain in the ass. And, I think I hear him out there.” A clean-up crew was already sopping up blood and hauling in steam machines. 

Their story was that they had been pulled in and interviewed before everyone got there.  Other dancers gathered in the room, shock was a common thread among the men.  Tucker and Rothman worked the group, their joint intuition said none of them had a real idea of what had transpired. From outside a blood-curdling shriek rent the air. Erik’s head snapped up and he was out the door before his brother or Rothman could move. 

When they got to him, Erik was holding a petite dark-haired woman as she sobbed her heart out. “Angie, I thought they were going to the house to tell you.” He rolled his eyes, sending an evil glare his brother’s way. The gurney with her brother was still on the sidewalk, he held her so she couldn’t watch as Sam was loaded in.  

Through sobs she managed to tell a cop her brother had gotten a phone call right after he got home, there was a problem he needed to be at the club at six a.m. so they could fix it, but she had no idea as to who he was meeting.  The rest of the day was a waste as far as the guys were concerned. Most of them were too stunned to manage more than short answers. Erik turned Angie over to a detective and then took out his frustration running his brother and Blaze through their routines for two hours.  When they left, they were all ordered to be back at noon the next day. 
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Niles landed just before six p.m. A car waited on him, his first stop was the White’s home. Not many knew where the Spanish designed three-bedroom ranch style with a red tile roof and a low wall around the small property was located. He had to map it twice. Angela and her mother were coming out with a priest as he pulled in. One night when the alarm was giving them fits, Sam had stayed. The conversation had turned to family. Sam had shared that he worked three jobs, waiting tables, landscaping, and dancing so he could take care of his mom and little sister. Niles handed over an envelope with enough cash to properly bury the man.  There was no way in hell they were not making this tour. It was the last thing Polly had done before she passed away. Tickets were bought, rooms booked, and some of the advance money had begun to trickle in.  As he pulled in to his driveway, his phone lit up, the message surprised him. Team is in place, ready to go.

At noon the men gathered in the club, Niles and Wesley had started sniping at each other as soon as they entered the building. It didn’t take long for the news crews to plaster the details across the air. It also had families of the men wanting to know what was going to be done to keep them safe. A TV mounted in the corner showed the three-ring circus outside. Press trucks lined the sidewalk, cops kept them out of the parking lot. The bartender pointed to the screen, “Hey, what’s that?” 

Black SUVs pulled in, one after the other, eight in all followed by a black van. When the doors opened, Cade’s interest was piqued the second he saw a long shapely leg step out.  A dozen women epitomizing his fantasy of amazons exited, dressed in black pants, different colored shirts, and lightweight black jackets, they flashed IDs at the cop as they waltzed passed with press yelling “who are you?” as they entered the club. 

It didn’t take much to see this was one highly trained squad. They cased the room, noted the exits, and how many people were in there as they entered. Cade leaned over to Blaze, “Holy...hell.” The redhead at the lead cleared a path to Niles.

“Mr. St. Claire” she shook his hand and moved as the bevy of beauties followed suit. Blaze nudged Cade and tapped his ear. Cade nodded, he had caught that too and that at least three others were wired also. Niles stepped forward, “Osgood Wilson set me up with C-GO Security, these wonderful ladies are trained, reliable, and are your bodyguards for the duration of the tour. The women lined the wall, making an L shape across the floor.” 

Art stepped up, “bro, you really think these women can defend this crew? Have you looked at the size of most of us?” Well over six feet, the former basketball player stared down at St. Claire. The redhead walked up, gave him the once over, obviously not impressed with his attitude from the scowl on her face.

“Before I let you pick your poison, let me preface this with, every one of us has military and some form of law enforcement background. Each one of us has some specialty in martial arts, one of us was Mossad, several of us were FBI or CIA, and one had a Mafia connection that made sure she learned a dozen ways to defend herself and how to remove a threat. We. Do. Not. Play.”  The room was silent except for the ticking of the clock behind the bar. “Now, mouthy one, pick a woman. See how fast she puts your pampered ass on the floor so we can quit dicking around and get down to business.” 

Art had been raised by a strict mother and a batch of sisters who would have beat him with their high heels if he ever thought about raising a hand to a woman in anger or jest. “Okay, I’ll do it for you.” Rebel turned to survey her hand-picked crew. Jazz stepped forward. “Works for me, have fun girl.” Jazz handed her boss her jacket as she passed by. She walked toward Art with a hand outstretched, smile in place, he thought she intended to introduce herself; the snickers from the squad should have been a tip-off. In a single move, he was airborne, on the floor, flipped over, zip cuffed, and hogtied. She stepped back, surveyed her nails, and smiled at the assembled group.  Rebel handed Jazz her jacket as she stepped back to her spot on the wall.   

“Meet Jazz, she’s a former Marine, a grandmaster in the ancient art of Wing Chun, ex N.Y.C cop.” As she spoke she reached into her boot top and pulled out a switchblade. The hiss as it opened added to the tension in the room. She cut Art loose. Surprise was obvious by the raised eyebrows and hanging jaws of the men. 

Blaze leaned in closer to Cade. “I think I got hard watching that.” The smirk of his buddy drew the redhead’s attention for a minute before she moved on. Erik hadn’t been able to put words together in a coherent thread yet.

As she sauntered back toward the bar, in a low voice Rebel asked, “you get them?” She didn’t need their goddess of all things technical to tell her who the one was. That he had made out of the desert was a bloody miracle. She had spent six months in fantasy land with him, he just didn’t know it. Through her earpiece, she heard, “Yup, on it boss. The one with the mustache is Blaze Rothman, to his left is Cade Tucker and next is Erik Tucker, yes on siblings, then Lars, aka Thomas Larson, his dad is state attorney general and was recently named Ambassador to someplace in Europe.” Rebel processed that, deciding he needed Talia as his guard. “What have you got on the three musketeers?” There was silence for a second.  Before her earpiece crackled, making her survey the area around the bar. Without being spoken to the tall blonde was right behind the boss. They started tracing lines with penlights in hand. “Lil bro has a major social media presence. The other two are aliens of some kind. There isn’t squat.” 

Ava was leaning over the beer cooler when she glanced back at Rebel, “If Pandora is pulling a zero, they may be our problem. I’ll take one, you take the other?” Rebel was nodding as they went along.

“That’s what I was thinking.”  Her mind reeled, what the bloody hell was he doing here? This sort of distraction, she didn’t need. At least he doesn’t know what I look like. She stopped, one hand went up, to the cops it was a funky hand sign; that was when they noticed at least half of the women had never taken their eyes off the men, the others were closely watching the redhead. One touched the other blonde’s shoulder and pointed to where the boss was. She turned and in a couple of long strides was behind the bar.  

Leaning over the beer cooler Chelia extracted the bug, “They usually use those little devils in clusters. We need to sweep the room.”  She plucked the tiny sim card from it, handing it over to the boss. “You want me to check phones too?” Chelia watched as Rebel nodded.  Another agent swept in through the door, startling the men, she took the sim card and disappeared out the door leaving Tucker and Rothman with  ‘what the hell’ look on their faces. As Chelia hopped up and over the bar two more agents came in, handing off small walkie-talkie sized boxes with antennas to a couple of the women that had been inside. “Alright gents, everyone find a table, cop a squat, cell phones out. This place is bugged and no you have no choice in the matter.” Grumbling followed until she pointed at Niles and Wesley, “You too.”

Wesley spent twenty minutes going on about how he wasn’t going to comply and he didn’t have to put up with their shit, right up to where his wife was escorted in the building. She pulled the phone out of his pocket, handed it over, and stalked back toward the door where she spun on her high priced heel and gave him the death stare of a pissed off wife. “If I have to disrupt my day again...you will be more than unhappy. Clear?” He glared at her, then dropped into a chair muttering under his breath about bossy ass women. By the end of the afternoon, the men of The Gold Standard had little doubts as to who was now in charge and that they would be safe, except for the two cops. 

Rebel went to the middle of the stage, “Ladies, see me for your assignments.” She parked on a stool with a stack of file folders on her lap. What information they had gathered en-route was minimal, but it gave her enough to be able to pair up the right people. Nothing was worse than being stuck with a client that you wanted to gift wrap and hand over to the one wishing to harm said client. Besides, it was just bad form.

“They have dossiers on us?” Tucker was at the stage where he didn’t care if she heard. His boss had said there was possibly a contract out on her, he was willing to bet it was one of her own behind it. If it hadn’t been for this niggling little voice that kept nagging at him, like a gnat, it circled and refused to be ignored, he could have mustered a wave of true anger. Instead, it was an annoyance, like when Erik got under his skin when they were kids. It also left him with the knowledge that while Rebel may be hotter than fire, he didn’t take well to orders, a fact that had gotten him in trouble several times with the department. She didn’t look up so he figured he was safe from her icy glare for a bit. 

Rothman turned around, “Dude, I can handle anything except that green-eyed blonde...or the blue-eyed one. They’re damn kryptonite.” Maddie was the first brunette since he turned thirteen and discovered girls didn’t have cooties after all.  From the stage, they heard “the boss”

“Talia,” Cade’s head tipped, right ear up. He swore he caught a hint of a familiar drawl as she said “Tall-ya.” He shrugged, chalking it up to wishful thinking. With Blaze and his brother, they watched as a leggy, confident, woman with light brown hair reaching just beyond her shoulders made her way to the stage. She had the blackest eyes, Cade was struck by the fact that they didn’t seem hollow like he figured, both cops were curious about the rather nasty scar on the side of her neck running from the bottom of her ear disappearing in the top of the pale pink silk blouse she wore. She took the file and scanned the men who were scattered about the room. She zeroed in on Lars. 

“Peaches” They looked up to see a woman that had Jesus hot and bothered since she came in. He had his fingers crossed as he stared hard as the curvaceous woman with the café au lait skin, cinnamon hair, and green-yellow cat eyes walked toward her boss. Jesus aka Chico Gonzales fell out of his chair when she strolled his way. Whatever else he said was lost on them, but when she planted a hand on her hip and responded with a near-perfect accent, he climbed back into his seat much like the class clown that got busted by the teacher. 

“Mauve” Cade watched his kid brother turn his attention to the woman with deep auburn hair and skin that was tanned, from the way her amber eyes danced, Cade had bets she could be a hand full. She turned and made a beeline for Erik. 

“That’s two foxes looking for a hen house.” Cade had to agree with Blaze’s assessment. He also wasn’t sure what irritated him more, that they were blindly supposed to follow this well-oiled, well-funded, and from the bumps and lumps he detected under clothing, well-armed outfit or because they were all of those things  

“Chelia” the darker blonde walked her way, took the folder, rolled her eyes, and strode across the space to Frankie. It was a short un-sweet greeting.

“No, you cannot do my makeup, my hair, or raid my closet.” 

Frankie stood, head tipped back, hands on his hips, “Why does everyone assume I’m gay?” She fixed him with a blank stare. “Just because I am, does not mean I want to do any of those things...do you like old movies, popcorn? I have a movie collection from hell.” She led him off to a table where he remained the energized dancer bunny for the next thirty minutes.

“India.” She took the file, peeked inside, and motioned to Art. She was only marginally close to his six-foot-eight frame in her heels, her accent left them guessing but US-born was not on the list. “Jazz,” She took the folder and headed to the corner with the modelesque Brantley James. His folder had made her do a double-take. He had come from a fundamental religious sect. Rebel looked up, turned on her stool, and craned her neck trying to see down the short hall to the men’s room. 
“Hmm, we’re missing two. Where’s David?” 
Guilty looks made the rounds, except for Tucker and Rothman. Frankie furiously whispered to his guard. Chelia turned to look at the guys and back at him. “Boss, it seems the guys here took him someplace, and he now has a rash that requires a doctor’s supervision.” 

“Okay, what about Mitch?” Without specifying anyone she asked, “What happened to Mitch?” She glanced up to see several of the guys making faces. “Well?”

Erik shuddered as he leaned forward, “Last Friday, he had a friend in town. They thought they were quite the pranksters. The girlfriend was at home, her phone was dead but she hadn’t noticed, she was studying for a test, she’s third year in college. Mitch stopped to pick up a couple of things and the friend got there first. He was nosing around while listening to his voicemail, not thinking about it, he rattled the doorknob and she freaked out. That was when she noticed the phone was dead, so it was fight mode because, in her mind, from what she said, there was no place to run. The kitchen sits next to the front door, she didn’t hear the key.” He grimaced at the mere thought. “His buddy stepped through the door, said something like “the coast is clear” and she clocked him with this big ass frying pan, he staggered back into Mitch and they both went down the stairs, the hard way. Mitch’s friend is like Cade’s size and Mitch is built more like Frankie. Broke his collarbone in two places, broke three ribs, dislocated his jaw, his friend broke his arm and busted his head open. He’s at his mom’s in Sacramento. The girlfriend was not amused and not apologizing so...sort of ended that one. He’s going to be out of commission for a good eight to twelve weeks.” Rebel glanced over to Ava, Cade would bet they were on the same wavelength.

“You want to handle that one?” The blonde nodded, however, that didn’t end the unspoken communication. That meant they were down to the cops. Ava walked that way took a file and walked back to where they sat at the far end of the room. Heads down, the buddies would bet they were either talking or listening to someone on the earpieces. “Anything on them?” The answer wasn’t what she wanted to hear. “Nadda”  

The doors opened, the bartender hauled in a stack of pizza boxes. “I picked them up like you said.” He had looked to Rebel. “Change is on top.” 

“Keep it.” His brows went up, she never looked away from the folder “Yes, I know how much it is.” His smile showed they had just lost an ally to the boss. “I need to know every chink in your armor, girlfriend, boyfriend, steady booty call, kids, cat, dog, any animal that needs tending, medications, allergies, past addictions, current ones, gambling issues?” He sat, long legs kicked out in front of him, arms crossed, giving her his best eat shit and die look, not knowing she had witnessed it before.

“I turn into a werewolf on a full moon.” Without ever looking up she grabbed her pen and started scribbling something in the margin of a page. She hit the call button for her earbud.

“Pandora, remind me to send someone for flea collars before the next full moon.” 

“Flea collars aye.”
“Large breed.”
He was close enough to hear the response. That was a standard military thing. Repeat the orders. Slowly he was beginning to see how this group worked. She hadn’t lied, it was military precision and she was the general from all indications. “No, I’m pretty boring.” Rebel’s head came up, she fixed him with gray eyes that reminded him of storm clouds or wool blankets, that was bad. Her, blankets, nope, he wasn’t going down that rabbit hole. Not today, not a chance. He watched her phone light up repeatedly, only to have her manicured nail tap the screen and make it go away. From the style, it too was military-grade. No pretty pink cases, no silly flowers or kittens. He was curious. What drove her?

Pizza was making its way around thanks to hungry guys. Frankie looked at one box on top, slightly smaller than the rest. “Allergy?” Her hand went up. He brought it over, hesitantly sliding it to where she could reach it, he received a quick thanks as he jumped back. Frankie wouldn’t admit it, but she scared him worse than any clown face, any Kansas twister, any bully ever had.

Doors thumped as two more agents came in, dragging a heavy laptop and
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