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Chapter One

“I can’t believe that idiot judge set bail for Ortiz,” Jimmy Fenn said. “I may not be the brightest bulb on the tree, but even I saw this jump coming.” He glanced to his rearview mirror and cut across a lane of traffic, shearing onto the entrance ramp at high speed up onto the Interstate en route to their destination—approximately thirty minutes south of Austin, Texas. The big V-8 engine roared in response to Fenn’s hard acceleration. He quickly assimilated, blending with heavy fast moving traffic, and began working his way to the inside against a concrete barrier separating southbound from northbound lanes. Once to the inside, he pushed his speed upward. He sped southward heading for Manuel Ortiz’s suspected hideout in New Braunfels offered up by an informant, almost fifty miles down the highway. Once Jimmy did not have to watch traffic so intensely, he looked sideways at his partner on the passenger side, thirty-seven-year-old Carlee Cayne. “What’s your take on it, Cayne?”

Carlee glanced at him. “Take? I’m not allowed a take. All my decisions on this situation, or any other for that matter, come in the field on how best to handle the decisions and orders of others above my pay grade,” she replied, glancing again, seeing he must have noted her dour mood.

“Come on. It’s just you and me here. Don’t you have an opinion?” he asked.

“Of course I do. But what difference does it make? At the end of the day, the result should be that we found Ortiz, slapped the cuffs on him, and then took him in to be locked up. This is what we’re paid to do as deputy marshals in the field, not second guessing a federal judge’s decision on whether bail should have been denied or not.”

Jimmy Fenn held a gaze on Carlee for an inordinate amount of time, considering the speed he drove in relatively heavy Interstate traffic, constantly weaving in and out of slower moving vehicles. “You seem a might touchy this morning.”

Carlee sighed. “Sorry, Jimbo. Didn’t mean to snap at you.” She bobbled her head. “If you must know my opinion, I agree with you. That judge was an idiot for letting Ortiz post bond pending trial. The judge might as well have shouted, ‘Fly! Be free!’ from the bench. Once the judge discovered Ortiz’s link to that drug cartel kingpin, he had to have known Ortiz was a flight risk. So, yeah. That makes the judge an idiot, in my opinion.” Carlee paused and smiled warmly at Fenn. “You’re a good partner, Jimbo, and have been for...what, six years now?”

“Thereabouts.”

Carlee appreciated her long-time partner. Jimmy Fenn was an unencumbered thirty-five-year-old single guy. He was extremely good-looking, drawing stares from passers-by all the time. He had dark hair, always neatly trimmed to a professional length, slender, and quite tall at six-three. Unfortunately, he was also totally unavailable to date. Even thinking about that, today, was an irritant. He was her best friend, for God’s sake. Why couldn’t he be her boyfriend, too? “My pissy mood certainly has nothing to do with you, my friend. It’s what Turner told me before he put us in charge of this operation.”

“Eh, don’t pay any attention to him. He just has a twisted sense of humor.”

“To you it’s a sense of humor. To me it’s just twisted. He’s sexist and that twisted sense of humor, as you call it, always seems to be directed at me, like I’m some ditz from a secretarial pool.”

“Really? Is it that bad? What the heck did he tell you?”

“Just before we left headquarters a few minutes ago, he pulled me off to the side and whispered in my ear, ‘Now, darlin’, try not to shoot yourself or kill anyone today,’” she drawled sardonically, impersonating her supervisor’s arrogant tone. “Jimbo, I do not like Supervising Deputy, George Turner, at all.” She turned to look out the window and added, mumbling, “The sleazy bastard.”

Fenn snapped a fast hard look sideways at her. “Are you serious? He said it just like that?”

“Yep. Just like that.” She frowned at Fenn. “Get that slack-jawed look off your face. Surely, you can’t be that surprised.”

“I know he has hit on you a few times, but I had no idea that he impugns your job performance.”

“He most certainly does, on a regular basis. I have a feeling his snarkiness is nothing more than cheap shots in retaliation for my refusals of his disgustingly frequent indecent proposals. I never give him satisfaction of a verbal response—just walk away, not smiling, not frowning, nothing. It pisses him off. I can tell. And, after shooting and wounding that guy in the spring and then that other one I had to kill last month, it has provided Turner with a wealth of material to use when sniping at me.”

“Those were justified—both times. You had no choice in either case whatsoever, for Christ’s sake. I was there. I witnessed both shootings. I know. Either one of those boys would have killed you, or me, if you had not put them down.”

“I know,” Carlee deadpanned. “But that doesn’t stop Turner.” She sighed. “I’m getting tired of this job...damn tired.”

“Hey, don’t talk like that,” Fenn whined. “If you leave the Marshals Service, what’ll happen to me? I don’t want to break in a new partner.”

Carlee laughed melodramatically. “Oh sure. Let’s make this about you.” She sighed. “Honestly though, I don’t think you need to worry. This is all I know how to do. If I left the Service, all I could do is jump from one law enforcement job to another, if I could even find one. And, if I’m tired of this job, how could that be an improvement, not to mention the hassle of it all? In the beginning, I didn’t think I’d be at this job for as long as I have. I really thought David and I would have had a couple of kids by now and I would be knee deep in soccer, softball, parties, school functions, and holidays...you know, living the housewife’s dream.”

“Thanks to Rylee, that sweet girl of yours, part of that dream will come true anyhow. That’s something you need to hear spoken aloud, I think, especially now.”

Carlee stared at her partner for a couple of seconds. She drew a sincere heartfelt smile. “I suppose you’re right. Thank you for that.”

“As for David, that good-for-nothing ex-husband of yours,” Fenn continued, “was a dick and probably still is. I knew it before he walked out on you. But, it wasn’t my place to convince you. It broke my heart watching you go through that divorce. It has taken you a long time to regain your footing after the breakup a couple of years ago.”

“That sure is the truth. Poor Rylee has not gotten over it yet.”

“Have you sat her down and explained it all to her in terms a ten-year-old girl can understand?”

“Jimmy Fenn,” she said and then paused, staring at him incredulously, “don’t tell me you think I’m a ditz, too. Of course, I’ve explained it to her. She and I have had marathon discussions about it. I have explained it to her forty ways from sundown. She understands it intellectually but not in her heart. To her, it’s like having a limb suddenly removed. She can understand how—maybe even why it happened—but it doesn’t make the pain of loss any less.”

“Sorry. I didn’t mean it to sound like a parenting critique.” He said no more, clearly leaving the subject where it belonged, in the rearview mirror with everything else shrinking away behind them as they sped southward.

After a quiet minute, “Three years, actually,” Carlee said.

“Excuse me?”

“I’ve been divorced three years, not two.” Carlee sighed. “In hindsight, I wish you would have gotten in the middle of my business when you saw it coming. Clearly, I did not, but...oh well.” She gazed at Fenn quietly, with a questioning face, for a moment.

Fenn looked across at her in flicking glances. “What? Why are looking at me like that?”

“I wish you weren’t into guys.”

“Oh, that. Not only am I gay, I don’t want to get married, period—man or woman. I don’t even want a dog, for Christ’s sake. I’m happy with my single situation, approaching ecstatic, actually.” He grinned smugly. “I don’t want a relationship beyond a couple of months. If I want to climb on a jet and fly to Tahiti this afternoon, I can do it...with supervisory blessing, of course. I don’t need to clear it with anyone outside the Service. Just do it. Now that, sweet friend, is livin’ the dream.”

“For you, maybe.” She paused and thought about Fenn’s situation for a second. She added, “I didn’t know there were that many gay guys in Austin. I keep thinking you’re going to run out of choices.”

Fenn lifted an eyebrow and grinned. “Never happen.”

Carlee stared down the highway, watching the intermittent dashed lane markings blur beneath the car. She realized if this conversation went any further, it might drive her into a funk that may create hesitation at the wrong time. She had to get her head in this game or suffer dangerously negative consequences. She unsnapped the keeper strap on the holster holding her Glock 40 sidearm, released the magazine, and popped it out of the handgrip, checking its load, making sure it held a full complement of ammunition. It was a habit, a ritual she went through before each operation of this nature. At a glance, all was as it should be. She snugged the magazine back into its handgrip cradle, slapping it with the heel of her hand. It clicked into place securely. She then returned it to the holster on her hip, strapping it and then snapping it down. “I think I had better table this conversation for another time, before it clouds my judgment. Where was it Ortiz found to hole up?”

“The Ortiz brothers have a cousin in New Braunfels, Daniel Vega. It’s just luck we found out about it so quickly. Otherwise, Manuel would have been across the border into Mexico, right into the protective arms of his brother, the cartel king, before we could act to apprehend him. Vega rents a house in an older part of New Braunfels.”

“I heard Turner talking about that cartel. According to what he was saying, Rogelio Ortiz is one bad dude,” she said.

“Ruthless for sure,” replied Fenn. “Then again,” he added, “all those types have to be ruthless to build an illegal empire of such scope. Not only must they keep eyes open for law enforcement but, also, from rival factions looking to move in like hyenas over a carcass. It’s a dangerous world they create for themselves.” He paused. “I wonder what the average life span is of those guys.”

“Don’t know. But, it would not surprise me to learn surviving to their fiftieth year, for most of them, to be an extraordinary feat,” she replied. “Did I hear right? It was Vega’s neighbors who didn’t like the idea of Manuel Ortiz possibly taking up residence on their street?”

“Uh-huh. Little did the neighbors know it was only temporary while Rogelio got resources to Manuel so he could skip the country. It worked out well for us, timing-wise.”

“Incidentally,” Carlee said, “you just answered your own question.”

“Huh?”

“About bail not being denied,” she said. “Rogelio’s drug cartel is very prosperous, operating across the border from Del Rio in Ciudad Acuña. Rogelio secured a high-priced attorney from some firm in San Antonio, convincing the judge Manuel was no flight risk and managed to have bail set.”

“That I didn’t know,” Fenn said. “But there’s no way he’s going to avoid prison time for that string of violent armed robberies.”

“True enough. It’s also the reason he jumped bail and we find ourselves chasing him down to take him back. Once we do, Manuel Ortiz will not see the light of day before, or after, the trial for many years. I have a feeling he will be a might testy about going back with us.”

Fenn glanced at her. “Ya think?”

“Where is Vega’s place?” Carlee asked.

“It’s in a rundown neighborhood near the Guadalupe River, probably the oldest area of New Braunfels. I was briefed before you came in to work this morning.” Fenn tilted his head thoughtfully. “In fact, you seem to be late to work quite often these days. Does that have anything to do with George Turner?”

“It has everything to do with the jerk. The less I’m around Turner, the happier I am.”

“Ah. That explains that. Anyhow, Daniel Vega’s place is an old shotgun style house. You know the type, a house with two front doors side by side.”

“Just point it out to me when we get there. What about backup?”

“Local police, Texas Rangers, and State Troopers have been notified. They’re ready to move in as we speak. We just have to meet up with them at a predesignated place, and close in together as a unit.”

Fenn peeled off, exiting the Interstate in New Braunfels and met up with other law enforcement in the parking lot of an agreed upon convenience store. It only took a couple of minutes to coordinate the operation. “Follow me,” announced a local police officer, as he dropped into the driver’s seat of his city cruiser, the lead car. Jimmy Fenn and Carlee Cayne followed closely with two other cars behind them. They had not driven far when the lead officer eased over against the curb and stopped in the older residential neighborhood. Cottonwood, oak, and pecan trees were huge. Some were dead and obviously had been for years, standing like nightmarish behemoths—another indication of the age of this neighborhood. Several of the houses were abandoned and yards overgrown. The New Braunfels officer slid out of his cruiser. His movements slowed. He crouched and glided, pistol held down to his side, displaying cautious stealth. He stabbed the air with a firm, stiff finger pointing to one house three down from where he’d parked.

“Showtime,” Fenn said, as he got out of the car. He closed the car door with a light hand.

Carlee got out and met up with him at the rear of the vehicle. He opened the trunk. Inside lay items necessary to such an operation. He handed Carlee a Kevlar vest and retrieved two short-barrel 12-guage pump shotguns. These were assault weapons—no fore-pieces. Instead, these weapons were fitted with perpendicular handgrips for maximum control to chamber shells quickly when needed. After strapping her vest on, Jimmy Fenn handed her the other shotgun. She jacked a shell into the chamber. “Let’s go get this done,” she said.

“I’ll lead the breach, Cayne. You did last time,” Fenn said. He quickly slid the pump on the shotgun back then forward, chambering a shell. “How about you go around back so we can keep Ortiz buttoned up in there?”

Carlee did not answer, simply responded, peeling away from the single-file string of heavily armed law enforcement personnel. Alone, she trotted to the side of the house and up an old, cracked, and heaved double ribbon concrete driveway nearly camouflaged by overgrown Bermuda grass and a variety of invasive creeping weeds. She stopped short of a dilapidated one-car detached garage, yawing to a severe angle. The structure set back and to the left of the house. Clearly, it had not been used to park cars in for decades and should have been demolished years ago. She backed up and leaned against the blistered and peeling white paint on the back corner of the old house. She drew a deep breath, releasing it slowly through rounded lips. She craned her head around the corner to scope possible egress points Manuel Ortiz might use. Windows lining her side of the house were all obviously sealed with multiple layers of paint slathered on over decades. None had been opened in many years. That was clear enough. Carlee assumed all the windows on the other side of the house had to be in the same condition. If so, the only other escape route for Ortiz narrowed quickly to the back door, centered at the rear of the house, or diving through one of those windows. There was no porch. A pumice construction block laying on its side served as a step down out of the higher-than-normal pier and beam house. Judging by a dense stand of unkempt crepe myrtle bushes, standing as tall as trees at the opposite corner of the house, and a back gate chained with a padlock binding it, it seemed the only reasonable escape route out of the yard would be directly toward her. That was a good thing, if Ortiz bolted.

This thought had scarcely completed when she heard a hard rap on the front door. Fenn shouted, “Daniel Vega—US Marshals—open up!”

She heard the front door open and a conversation ensued that she could not make out. But, then she heard fast moving footsteps pounding the old wooden floor toward the rear of the house. She shouted as loud as she could, “He’s running! Back door! Back door!” Her warning was followed by thunderous pounding of many footsteps racing through the house toward the back door. She rolled around the corner and squared her stance, holding the gun high, ready for whoever appeared. She had a clear lateral view of whoever might come racing out that door. She didn’t know if it would be Daniel Vega or Manuel Ortiz that would appear, but she figured it had to be Ortiz. He had the most to lose.

Fenn shouted from inside the house, “Stop, Ortiz! Freeze!”

At that instant, the rickety and tattered screen door at the rear of the house swung open and slammed against the house. Manuel Ortiz appeared, leaping to the ground right over that makeshift construction block step to the ground.

Carlee saw he brandished a semi-automatic handgun in one hand and a machete in the other. “Drop your weapons!” she ordered.

Ortiz spun to face her. He did not comply, snapping the pistol to firing height, aiming in her direction.

Fenn came flying out the back door at the same instant, clearly misjudging the drop. He stumbled and was falling.

Ortiz reacted, swinging the pistol toward Fenn.

In that brief flash of time, Fenn squeezed off a round from the shotgun. The shot went wild as he tumbled to the ground.

Ortiz fired almost simultaneously at Fenn.

Carlee followed by firing a twelve-gauge load of double-aught buckshot into Manuel Ortiz’s midsection.

The unfolding scenario slipped into slow motion as Ortiz flew backwards, landing hard onto the grassless ground. He grimaced. His face could not get any tighter. He put both hands over the wound and pulled his knees up, squealing in pain. And then, after scant seconds, he stopped screaming. His face relaxed. His hands fell away from the bloody wound as his knees fell sideways. If he wasn’t dead already, he would be shortly.

All the support personnel streamed out the back door, lowering their weapons as they stepped into the yard, spotting the body of Manuel Ortiz. One ran to him and kicked the gun a safe distance away, just in case.

Carlee ran over to where Jimmy Fenn lay on his back. “Jimbo, Jimbo,” she shouted. “Are you hit?”

“The only thing that hit me was the ground. My pride is injured, but nothing else.” Fenn rolled his head to meet her manic expression. “It’s okay, really. He didn’t hit me.”

Carlee dropped to her knees beside him, placed her shotgun on the ground. Her head wilted forward appreciatively. “Thank God. I thought he hit you squarely.”

“Nah. I just fell out the back door. If you had not put him down, he would have taken a second shot and, at that range, he would have put a bullet between my eyes.” He came up to recline on his elbows. “I owe you my life, Cayne. Thanks.”

Carlee straightened and sat back on her heels. Pent up tension left her as adrenaline drained away. She slumped her head forward, taking a few calming breaths, exhaling through rounded lips. She then looked over at the lifeless body of Manuel Ortiz. “Crap.”

“What?” Fenn asked. “Are you upset he didn’t take that second shot?”

“No, funny man, that’s not it at all. That’s the third man I’ve shot this year. Two are dead and one is still on crutches. Do you realize what this means in this politically correct environment we live in these days?”

“Don’t think that way. You have all the testimony you need to justify this shooting.” He pointed to the other law enforcement personnel. One was reading Daniel Vega his rights for aiding and abetting a known fugitive, his cousin, Manuel Ortiz. Another was cuffing him, while two of the other guys were talking on their phones. “All of those guys will testify on your behalf.”

Daniel Vega seemed stupefied, staring at his dead cousin. No matter how they turned him, Vega’s eyes remained fixed on the body of Ortiz. He mumbled almost continuously, “Manny, Manny. What have they done to you? Manny, Manny.”

“It’s great that I’ll have all the supporting testimony needed,” Carlee said, “but it’s not entirely what I was talking about. One of the guys I had to use force against and died was a black man, the injured one is a Latino, and then, of course we have Ortiz over there. They’re all minorities, Jimbo. Even if things go perfectly, I bet Turner won’t hesitate to put me on desk duty for an indefinite period.” She rolled her eyes. “And he would likely relish having me so near every day, all day long. I don’t think I could stand him for a single week, much less a month or two.”

“Come on, now,” Fenn said, coming to his feet. “Don’t talk like that. I’ve got your back. None of those shootings were about race. It was about criminals with extraordinarily bad attitudes and hate for law enforcement. We’ll face it together, whatever they throw at you. You know that.” He dusted his pants and stepped toward her.

Carlee relaxed somewhat on those encouraging words. She sighed, turning away to walk toward the car. Fenn hurried to her side. She smiled at him and nudged him with her shoulder. “You’ve always had my back,” she said. “You’re a good partner and a great friend, Jimmy Fenn.”

“And you’ve always had my back. Case in point...” He gestured back toward Ortiz’s body.

Carlee hinted a smile. “What would it take to make you un-gay?”

“I’ll be your friend, no matter what,” he replied.

“I realize that, but...well, you know,” she said, bobbling her head.

Fenn laughed. “Yeah. I do.” He nudged her back.


Chapter Two

Forty-two-year-old Lincoln Bridger sat with his chin in his hand, staring out the fifth-floor window across Lady Bird Lake on the Colorado River. His eyes traced the Austin, Texas downtown skyline. His mind was elsewhere, not what he gazed upon. He rhythmically drummed fingertips of his free hand on the desktop, thinking about the events of earlier. There should be more to life than arguing with Jeannine until exhaustion drags me down at night. And then, wake up in the morning to pick up where we left off the night before.

“I’d offer you a penny for your thoughts, but I’m afraid I would be disappointed, and out a penny. Would I be?” said friend and coworker, Ben Fitzsimmons, coming into his office.

Lincoln startled and sat straight. “Aw, hey, Fitz. Mornin’.” He smirked. “My thoughts ain’t worth your hard-earned penny.”

“Whew! Good to know. I was almost out a perfectly good copper coin. What the heck would you be thinking so seriously about this early in the day? It couldn’t have anything to do with the Monolith spark plug account, or would it? It’s already in the bag. In fact, I thought old man Adler was going to give you a big wet kiss over that one.”

“Nah, it’s not about work at all. Jeannine and I have been fighting again.”

“Good grief, man,” Fitz said. “Is that all you two ever do?”

Lincoln shrugged his shoulders. “It sure seems that way. Our worlds grow farther apart with every passing day.”

“Anything I can do to help?”

“I appreciate it, but I don’t know what it would be, other than keep on being the friend I can talk to without chewing on my ear and drawing blood.”

“That’s no problem. In fact, any tree in the park can serve that purpose.” Fitz laughed.

“Ha-ha. Real funny.” Lincoln paused. “I should have realized when Jeannine and I got married nineteen years ago the lives we came from were too different, radically different actually. I think all we ever truly had was sexual heat. Even that, these days, is tepid. But in the beginning, as is usually the case, young, horny, and stupid won out. Our ways of looking at the world don’t jive at all, never have. Her notions of needs versus wants are a world apart from the way I view things. Coming from a wealthy family, and all that sort of thing, you know.”

“I certainly cannot disagree. How many discount shoe stores does the Rosen family own now?” Fitz took a seat on the corner of Lincoln’s desk, one foot on the floor.

“Twenty-two, I think. Not sure. Jeannine’s dad, Saul, had been discussing adding locations in north Texas. I’ve heard him mention Lubbock or Amarillo, maybe both. I don’t know if he has followed through yet or not. One way or the other, Saul and Lidia Rosen have more money than entire treasuries of many third world countries.”

“Don’t knock it. Marrying into the Rosen family got you this job,” Fitz said, as he twirled a ballpoint pen atop the highly polished surface of Lincoln’s desk.

“Yeah. I’m not denying it. Have I ever told you the whole story?”

“No. Just that you brought to this agency all of Rosen’s huge advertising budget.”

“After Jeannine and I got married, Saul knew I was interested in the advertising agency business. He put his arm around me and told me I needed to apply for an account executive position with this firm, and I needed to do it in a face to face meeting with Stuart Adler. Stuart and Saul knew one another from the country club and Adler had propositioned him several times, attempting to get the Rosen ad budget away from a Houston advertising agency. Saul even told me exactly how to work it by saying, ‘When Adler asks you about your experience in the advertising business, tell him with confidence, within one month you can bring Adler, Howard and Levy Advertising Agency seven to ten-million dollars in annual billing.’ Adler gave me the job on a ninety-day trial basis on the weight of that boast.”

“Old man Adler should not have been surprised when, two weeks later, you brought in the Rosen Family Footwear account, worth about eight and a half million in annual billing.”

“The thing was, Fitz, Mister Adler had no idea Saul Rosen was my father-in-law back then. It doesn’t matter now though, because I have worked my ass off to prove my value to the company in other ways and securing many other accounts over the past fifteen years.”

“I know you have, buddy.” Fitz looked through the glass wall fronting Lincoln’s office into the common area.

Lincoln’s eyes followed his. It was Betty Jaworski heading straight for them, holding two tall paper cups.

“Uh-oh. Here comes your favorite stalker,” Fitz said. “I think this is a good time for me to go to my office and get some work done.” He stepped toward the door.

“Don’t you dare leave me alone with her,” Lincoln whispered, hissing through clenched teeth.

“Good morning, Betty,” Fitz said in sing-song fashion as he walked by her, stepping out of Lincoln’s office. “Linc is all yours. I’m done with him.”

As Fitz walked away, he looked back over his shoulder with a stupid grin on his face and bouncing his eyebrows at Lincoln.

Lincoln gave his friend the best go-to-hell expression he could muster.

“Got some coffee for you, sweetie.” Betty leaned across Lincoln’s desk and set the cup in front of him, all the while putting on a show, her ample cleavage stuffed inside a low cut pink sweater, too low cut and quite inappropriate for the work place.

“Thanks, Betty. That was thoughtful,” he said, trying not to maintain eye contact beyond appreciative glances. It wouldn’t take much for Betty to misconstrue it as sexual interest in her.

Still leaning across the desk, “My pleasure, sweetie. I stopped at that little sandwich shop and coffee bar down on the corner. Their coffee is so much better than the stuff brewed here in the break room.”

Lincoln pulled the top off the cup and took a sip. “I can’t argue with that. This is good. Thanks.”

Betty was not a bad looking woman—tall, slender, fifty-something, and always with perfectly coiffed hair, appearing to have been sprayed stiff. It also changed colors about once a month. On this day it was copper red, like a new penny. Her bright red lipstick on her smooth pale face was, perhaps, too stark of a contrast. Lincoln did respect her ability as the company’s chief accountant and bookkeeper. She managed a department of three.

“I hear you’re having a little trouble at home?” she asked. “Anything you want to talk about? I’m a good listener.” She stood straight and held her coffee cup high, appearing to nestle it between her breasts.

Every move Betty Jaworski made was in-your-face suggestive in a sexual way. His friend, Ben Fitzsimmons was not far off the mark when he quipped about her being a stalker. “Where did you hear that I’m having trouble at home?” he asked.

“Oh, here and there. Word gets around.” She pushed her lip into a mock pout. “The point is, doll, I want to be your ear, your shoulder to cry on, your confidant, anything you need, sugar...anything.”

On that comment, Lincoln squirmed. He saw his boss, Stuart Adler approach. He called out before Adler had reached his door, “Come in, Mister Adler, please.”

Betty took a sip of her coffee and whispered, “Think about it, hon.” She winked at him. “See you later.” She sashayed past Adler on her way out. “Good morning, Sir.”

Adler nodded. “Betty...” He watched her walk away then turned back to Lincoln while lifting a thumb over his shoulder toward Betty. “What was that all about?”

Lincoln took a deep breath and huffed it away. “Nothing, Sir. Absolutely nothing. But, let me add, your timing is appreciated.” He took a long pull from the coffee cup. “Ah, I’m better now. I’ll just say Betty is great at what she does in accounting and leave it at that. What can I do for you, Sir?”

“I was thinking more in terms of what it is that I might do for you. You’ve appeared pensive the past couple of days, maybe even a bit sad. Anything I can help with?” Adler asked.

“Oh, thanks for caring enough to notice, but no. It’s a personal problem. A little trouble at home. That’s all. I’ll try harder not to bring it to work with me. I had no idea it was so noticeable.”

“Lincoln, you’re the best account executive this firm has, even factoring out the Rosen Family Shoe account. Not only that, I like you as a person. So, I hate to see you stressing over...well, anything.”

“Thank you, Sir. That alone makes me feel better.”

Adler put a thoughtful finger to his lips. “Maybe I do have a suggestion. What type of physical exercise regimen are you on?”

“No regimen really. I jog around the neighborhood a couple of evenings a week. I’m sporadic about it though,” Lincoln replied.

“Then why don’t you take advantage of our corporate discount at Power House Fitness Center?” He pointed out Lincoln’s office window. “It’s right across the river and very convenient to this building. You could drop by after work every day and work off some of that stress. It works for me.” Adler crossed his arms over his chest, as if to suggest he would not take no for an answer. Adler was a consummate deal-closer and knew the last one to speak was the loser of any negotiation. He obviously was not about to add anything to what he had already said until he received a reply from Lincoln.

“It’s a great idea, Mister Adler, but I don’t—”

“Tell you what, Lincoln, take your buddy Fitz right now, drive over there and fill out a membership application and the company will cover the sign-up fee and the entire membership for the first year. How could you possibly pass up an offer like that?” Adler asked.

“I can’t.” Lincoln lightly slapped the desktop and stood. “All right, I’ll do it.” He shielded his mouth with the back of his hand and whispered, “But let’s do it mostly for Fitz. The boy is getting a might pudgy.”

Adler pulled a half-grin and tapped the side of his nose with a knowing fingertip and winked.

Lincoln walked past his boss toward the door of his office. “I’ll get Fitz. We’ll be back in about an hour. Thanks, Boss.”

 

~ * ~

 

“How the heck did I get myself into this?” Fitz asked.

Lincoln smiled at his friend and co-worker, but didn’t take his eyes from his route, as he steered his dark blue BMW sedan into the parking lot of Austin’s Power House Fitness Center on the downtown side of the Colorado River. “Don’t look at it like a sweat-inducing chore that must be endured. It’ll be fun. Promise. Look at it like a favor to me. You can help keep me focused on stress reduction. You may not think you need it, but I do. Besides, it’ll be easier to be regular with a friend...subtle peer pressure, let’s say.”

“The problem is, Linc, you look fine in a tee and shorts. Me? Not so much. I need to be in better shape before I expose this body to public scrutiny.”

Lincoln chortled. “Do you realize how silly that sounds? Would you rather go to a grubby little corner gym somewhere and get into shape before suiting up here?” He laughed. “Get serious, man. We’re here specifically to feel better and, yes, look better in our t-shirts and shorts.”

“What if there are good looking women in there? Hard bodies, potential dating material, that sort of thing.”

“I’m fairly certain there will be.” Lincoln noticed Fitz, as silly as his concern was, seemed to be taking it seriously. “Look, you need this as much as I do, but for your own reasons. In an odd way, you’re telling me all the reasons you should begin a workout regimen. Enjoy it. Have fun. You don’t have to kill yourself to impress anyone...other than yourself, of course.” Lincoln pulled into a parking slot, stopped, and shoved the gear selector into the park position. “Here’s something else to consider. Adler is paying the sign-up fee, plus, first year dues for both of us. That means there is no reason you couldn’t afford the help of a personal trainer a couple of times a week.” He opened the car door and got out.

Fitz got out and looked across the roof of the car at him. “Humph. You’re beginning to make sense. I don’t like it when you make sense. That usually turns into a problem for me. My preferred sport in high school was chasing girls. Later, I added weekend beer-chugging to my repertoire of sports during my college years.”

Lincoln laughed.

Fitz offered a listless smile. “This is definitely not going to be easy for me, ya know.”

“Nothing worth having ever is. Come on, let’s check this place out.” Lincoln took the shortest route, angling across the parking lot, zigzagging around parked cars to the main entrance and stepped through the parting automatic sliding glass doors but stopped just inside to scope the place.

It was early, just now approaching noon. Judging by the number of cars parked outside and a throng of people milling about the foyer, it appeared the lunch hour was a rush period for the gym. Lincoln glanced back through the sliding door to the street and the skyline beyond it. The sun had reached its daily zenith, now tipping over to the western side of the sky. Other than old Sol, wispy clouds were the only other adornment in the brilliant sky and, of course, that jet that had just taken off from the airport a few miles away. The first month of spring was almost over. Days were getting longer and warmer.

As Lincoln stood and scanned the goings-on inside Power House Fitness Center, a cool brush of air flowed down over him and the pleasant aroma of air freshener, something akin to an island breeze coming off the surf or, maybe, a spring morning after an overnight rain, nothing flowery, just clean and refreshing, a great first impression. His background in marketing told him it was an intentional tool to relax and welcome visitors upon entering. He believed it a good one. The area nearest the front door was dedicated to product, racks of men’s and women’s exercise apparel, shelves loaded with vitamins and supplements, plus various exercise aids such as arm and leg bands, arch supports, and half gloves for weightlifting, among other things. As he and Fitz moved through the large front area, they slowed their pace and changed direction toward a tall black counter topped with red Formica. Two young guys were busy inputting data into computer terminals atop the counter. But it was the attractive young Latina arranging stacks of brochures announcing various courses and classes on the back counter that captured and held Lincoln’s attention. The three employees were all dressed the same, black T-shirts with red company logos and black workout shorts. Each was a walking billboard for their craft and company, lean and muscular. But, the fetching young Latina could easily boast the added allure of feminine beauty. It seemed only right to walk directly toward her. He assumed she would be the perfect choice to ask questions of.

Fitz’s head was in constant motion, looking around the visible parts of the facility. “Nice place. Not sure I could have afforded this if I had to pay for it.”

“Of course you could. You’re single. What else would you spend your money on?”

“Uh...do I really need to go over that beer-chugging part of my preferred sport again?”

“What can I do for you, gentlemen?” the young Latina called out from behind the tall counter as she turned away from her chore of organizing brochures.

“For me? Stress reduction,” Lincoln replied.

The young woman smiled so big it disappeared into lightly freckled dimples. “You came to the right place for that,” she said, extending a friendly hand over and across the counter.

Lincoln took the proffered hand into his own. “Hi, I’m Lincoln Bridger,” he flipped a thumb toward his pal, “and this is Ben Fitzsimmons.” Lincoln smirked at his friend then returned his attention to the beautiful and fit young lady. She had sparkling dark eyes and a gorgeous smile with a smattering of faded freckles across a button nose. “My friend is still wondering what he’s doing here.”

“Shut up,” Fitz muttered. He shoved Lincoln out of the way and took the girl’s hand, sandwiching it between both of his. “Hi, call me Fitz,” he said in a silly and syrupy way while grinning goofily. “No one has called me Ben or Benjamin since elementary school, and I slapped the last person that called me Benny.”

A shrill laugh escaped before the young girl could get her hand over her mouth. Her eyes shifted quickly around at the stares she drew. “Seriously?” she whispered.

“Nah. But I really don’t like the name Benny.”

Lincoln watched Fitz’s reaction to the girl closely. His friend went beyond cordial to leering in the time span of a single heartbeat. “Take a good look at her, Fitz. That’s what healthy looks like.”

“Hey, you didn’t have to tell me. I’m admiring it...I mean her, right now.”

“Uh-huh. Sort of difficult to miss.”

The girl’s cheeks colored, embarrassment ratcheting a notch higher. She tried pulling her hand from Fitz’s grasp, but he refused to relinquish it. The young woman was now looking everywhere but at Fitz, mostly at the floor. “My name is Dixie...Dixie Vega. Have y’all ever been here before?” After two more rather persistent attempts, she finally pulled her hand from Fitz’s grasp.

Once her hand slipped away, Fitz dropped an elbow on the countertop and cradled his chin on it, keeping an admiring gaze on Dixie with an idiotic dreamy look smeared across his face.

“Nope. First time in,” Lincoln replied, giving the girl his own admiring appraisal. She was five-five perhaps but beautifully proportioned, with long raven’s wing black hair that would put the gloss on the bird’s wing to shame. He guessed her to be in her late twenties or early thirties. Her creamed coffee complexion was smooth, cheeks shiny. It certainly was not a joke when he told Fitz she was the picture of health and she had the natural beauty to make a perfect package of femininity, punctuated by a long shimmering French braid to the center of her back. She was outstanding. “This is the first time for both of us to be here,” he added.

“In that case, let me show you around.” Dixie came out from behind the counter. “Come on. Follow me.”

They turned a corner down a short hall, making an immediate left turn through a wide arched entrance into an expansive room with six long rows of machines—elliptical treaders, recumbent peddling machines, upright stationary bikes, stair climbing machines, rowing machines, and treadmills, all facing the busy street outside through a wall made entirely of tinted glass offering a magnificent view of downtown Austin. The brilliance of the day was subdued to a comfortable level by the smoky coloring on the glass. Dixie made a sweeping gesture to everything in the room. “This is our cardio room, where cardio vascular fitness is king,” she said, and then grinned. “Or, queen. As the case may be. Should you decide to join us here at Power House, I’d suggest you both begin every visit in this room for a minimum of half an hour.”

“Half an hour?” Fitz mumbled. “Humph, I can handle that.”

Dixie waggled a finger at him with a grin. “I said begin your visit with it.”

Fitz slumped a bit. “Oh.”

Dixie walked past them directly across the hall through a mirror duplicate of the door she had just exited. “Over here is the weight room. We have all types of resistance equipment in here.” She pointed. “Along the back row beneath those mirrors is a broad selection of dumbbells from two-and-a-half pounds apiece, up to a hundred-fifty.”

“Seriously?” Fitz asked. “Do those big ones get used much?”

Dixie chuckled. “Come back later this evening and see for yourself. We have some really big dudes that lift here, all muscle.” She pointed out and explained everything else—free weights, Olympic bars, universal cable machines, many machines to isolate various body parts, and a series of hydraulic circuit equipment lined up against a sidewall. She then led Lincoln and Fitz away and down the hall, explaining all the various classes available. They came upon a row of floor to ceiling clear glass walls and doors offering full unobstructed views of brilliantly lit rooms that were deep and narrow. “These rooms are equipped for racquetball, handball, half-court basketball...and, as you can see, martial arts training.” They stopped and followed her pointing finger as she gestured through the glass.

Lincoln saw a tall woman and was quite abruptly enchanted. This vision of loveliness had to have been five-eight, maybe taller, with short sandy brown hair of fine texture cut to leave the ends ragged and free—flipped out slightly at the tips. The glistening locks shimmered and swayed with every movement. The woman was lean but muscular. Striations in her bare upper arms, shoulders, and down her thighs defined exquisitely well-formed muscularity. The woman’s face belied her athletically charged body. Her features were delicate with bright brown eyes and a nose slightly upturned set in an alabaster face. She was dressed in a snug-fitting black leotard and gray tank top tucked into the waist band. She faced a practice dummy, the upper torso likeness of a well-muscled man. She wore lightly padded gloves over clenched fists, clearly in attack mode, perspiring profusely. At blurring speed, she turned sideways and leaned so far to the side her head stopped mere inches from the floor. She drove her left heel into the chin of the dummy and then spun three-sixty backwards, slapping the side of its head with the bottom of her foot. Both maneuvers done in less than a single second. “Wow,” Lincoln drawled slowly. “She’s somethin’ else...” He then added, mumbling, “...and extremely easy on the eyes.”

“She’s sure not someone I want to have angry at me,” Fitz said, wide-eyed and staring through the glass wall.

“Let me say, if you ever do get on her bad side, you may be singing soprano for a while,” Dixie said. “That’s Carlee Cayne. She’s the best martial arts student I’ve ever had.”

“You teach that stuff?” Fitz asked.

“I’m certified and proficient in several disciplines. I teach Korean Hapkido, Japanese Judo, and Krav Maga.”

Fitz’s eyes brightened. “Can you teach me to do that stuff?”

“Sure,” Dixie said, and then tipped her head forward as an eyebrow went up. “I warn you though, it’s not something that can be taught in a month or two. It’s long term training, and I demand commitment going in and then ongoing, or I won’t even begin the training. The reason is simple, I don’t want an arrogant student getting hurt because they learned just enough to be foolish and picking fights simply to see if the training worked.” She looked at Fitz from head to feet and then back to his head. “For you, we’d have to work on and elevate general fitness before attempting any kind of moves.”

As she took a moment to assess Fitz, he spent the same time ogling every inch of her. It made Lincoln smile to the point of stifling a snicker. He shook it off and asked, “Krav Maga? What’s that?”

“Krav Maga is a hand to hand combat style developed for the Israeli army back in the forties. It’s more offensive than other types, designed not only to take down but incapacitate quickly because of the military application. Other disciplines tend to be more defensive. Krav Maga can be very damaging to the opponent in scant seconds during all-out conflict.” Dixie pointed to the woman, still attempting to injure the practice dummy. “Carlee is highly skilled in the art of Krav Maga.”

“Why would a woman like her want to be so well versed in such a fighting technique?” Lincoln asked.

“Yeah. Why?” Fitz chimed in.

“Carlee is a deputy for the US Marshals Service. She’s out in the field often, apprehending known criminals on the run from the law. Believe me, the woman you’re looking at in there is just as deadly with a Glock 40. Over the past couple of years, Carlee and I have become close. She’s a good person and a great friend, a person anyone would love to have on their side. Don’t let her toughness fool you though. She’s a gentle soul. Still, she can be a real badass when necessary. Pardon the language.”

In a sing-song lilt, “I like your language,” Fitz said.

Lincoln slapped him on the shoulder. Would you stop embarrassing the girl?”

“It’s okay,” Dixie blurted. She shielded her mouth with the back of her hand, and whispered to Lincoln, “I think he’s kinda cute.” She paused. “Besides, your friend should always remember, I taught that woman in there everything she knows.”

Lincoln grinned and snickered as Fitz and Dixie Vega exchanged banter that carried the cadence of a man and woman having known one another for years, not minutes. But their jovial back and forth faded into the background. Lincoln stared at the woman he now knew as Carlee Cayne with deep admiration, but it was more than simple appreciation of skill. He was awed by the lithe beauty drenched in perspiration attempting with every kick and punch to remove the head of that dummy. “Does she always go at it that hard?”

“No, not really.” Dixie said. “The first thing you told me was you were here for stress relief. Right?”

“Yeah.”

Dixie’s smile wilted away. “It’s no different for Carlee. She had to kill a man yesterday. This is how she deals with it. Plus, she has been removed from active duty, administrative leave, until the Service does a routine investigation of the shooting. That adds its own stress for a single woman in the middle of a work week, especially Carlee. She’s a woman who doesn’t care for girlie things like shopping. So, the gym is her activity of choice in such situations. It makes sense for her on several levels.”

“It makes my stress seem paltry in comparison,” Lincoln said. “So...she’s single, huh?”

Dixie’s grin came right back. “Divorced.”

“Down boy,” Fitz said. “Jeannine. Remember that name?”

“Is that your wife?” Dixie asked.

Lincoln sighed. “Yeah.”

Carlee turned to face the three of them, glancing briefly at Fitz, offering a friendly wave to Dixie, but when her eyes fell on Lincoln, her smile broadened and her gaze lingered. Lincoln noticed and was compelled to maintain a smile as long as she continued looking at him. She glanced down to her hand as she ripped open the Velcro strap from one of her gloves and removed it. When she looked back up, it was directly at Lincoln, smile fixed. The effect on Lincoln was palpable. He swallowed hard.


Chapter Three

Forty-one-year old Jeannine Bridger stormed out the front door of her fashionable two-story house in north Austin carrying an ample load of bad attitude. How could Linc do this to me? He knows every Thursday night we have dinner with my parents. Joined a gym, my ass! He’s crazy if he thinks I’m going to alter my plans to suit his dumbass juvenile ideas.

She remotely started her Land Rover and unlocked the door while hurrying to the circular driveway fronting the home she and Lincoln shared. The landscaping was professionally done on a regular basis and looked it—above average, even for this upscale north Austin neighborhood. She felt as though she could not get away from the house fast enough. It was big. It was gorgeous. It had all the amenities of fine living in this upper middle-class neighborhood but, lately, it had begun to feel more like a prison than home. It even echoed loneliness when no one else was in the house with her.

Once seated behind the steering wheel, she jerked the vehicle into gear and over-accelerated. Tires screeching, she lurched forward, speeding up rapidly on her way to her parents’ house, a short drive away in an even swankier north Austin neighborhood.

During the drive over, she mulled her marital situation, becoming angrier as each mile clicked off. It was simply asinine Lincoln could not, or refused to, assimilate into her preferred way of life. Wasn’t that what husbands were supposed to do? Jeannine was convinced she was right and Lincoln should be dropping to his knees and begging for forgiveness. Joining a gym without talking to her about it first was an abhorrent way to treat a wife.

When they married, she had realized his lifestyle at the time was pedestrian, but she had been supremely confident, with her mother’s help, Lincoln Bridger would eventually fit snugly, like a puzzle piece, into the Rosen family way of life. Jeannine believed strongly there was no other style of living and refused to consider such a ridiculous thing. And she did consider most of Lincoln’s lifestyle preferences absurd. Why couldn’t he see her friends as his friends? Why couldn’t he play tennis at the country club on Saturday mornings, like all her friends’ husbands or her father’s friends? Even when Lincoln explained it to her, it did not help. She remained confounded by his deeply ingrained cultural habits. When he played golf, it was at the public courses. Why? The country club course was better, prettier, and impeccably maintained. Jeannine could not understand her own husband. Lincoln should be putting more effort, much more, into understanding what she wanted and work harder at making her happy. He is so damn selfish! She growled and gripped the steering wheel tighter.

A short drive later, Jeannine turned off the street and braked to a stop before a black iron double gate. A large ornately swirled cursive “R” within a
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