
  
    
      IMPACT

      A LEXI MILLS THRILLER

    

    
      
        BRIAN SHEA

        STACY LYNN MILLER

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Severn River Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      IMPACT

      Copyright © 2022 by Brian Shea and Stacy Lynn Miller.

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      
        
        Severn River Publishing

        www.SevernRiverBooks.com

      

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      
        
        ISBN: 978-1-64875-309-1 (Paperback)

        ISBN: 978-1-64875-310-7 (Hardback)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Also By the Authors

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Sample of Next Book in Series

      

      
        PRESSURE: Chapter 1

      

      
        PRESSURE: Chapter 2

      

      
        PRESSURE: Chapter 3

      

      
        Also By the Authors

      

      
        About Brian Shea

      

      
        About Stacy Lynn Miller

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        ALSO BY THE AUTHORS

      

      

      
        
        Lexi Mills Thrillers

        Fuze

        Proximity

        Impact

        Pressure

        Remote

        Flashpoint

      

        

      
        BY BRIAN SHEA

        Boston Crime Thrillers

        The Nick Lawrence Series

        Sterling Gray FBI Profiler Series

        Shepherd and Fox Thrillers

        Memory Bank Thrillers

        Booker Johnson Thrillers

      

        

      
        BY STACY LYNN MILLER

        Hattie James WWII Novels

      

      

      
        
        To find out more, visit

        severnriverbooks.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Last week’s call from General “Fifty” Calhoun’s lawyer had laid a heavy weight at retired Army Major Jamie Porter’s feet. “You are the only member of his attack force to escape from the Texas governor’s mansion in Spicewood. Now, the general needs you to carry the flag of freedom,” the lawyer had said. “He needs your special logistics skills to gather the weapons needed to continue the fight.”

      Jamie was a lost soul after learning he and the four members guarding their remote compound during the attack were the only surviving members of the Red Spades. And those four had turned tail when news surfaced of the failed attack. But the general’s call had breathed new life into him. He now had a mission: to continue the revolution his mentor had started by working with Tony Belcher and the Gatekeepers. He didn’t have men to lead, but that didn’t matter. His eight months of hiding were finally over.

      He drove the last stretch of dirt road to his destination. The last sign of civilization in the flat desert of western Texas was in Paducah, seventeen miles in his rearview. The Gatekeepers’ scout had picked an ideal site to test weapons and conduct a dry run for whatever operation they had planned. The desolate location meant visitors were unlikely.

      Jamie didn’t like being kept in the dark, but the Red Spades’ failure had given him little choice. Trust was in short supply. And last night’s cryptic message telling him where to meet had given the impression he would end up with a bullet in his skull if Belcher’s scout thought he wasn’t trustworthy.

      After he pulled to the side of the dirt road, the sound of crunching pebbles slowed until he came to a creeping stop at the precise GPS coordinates in the text message. He turned off his engine but remained inside his vehicle. Several temporary wood-façade one-story structures had been erected fifty yards to the east. They were at a crossroads of two wide dirt paths resembling an intersection. It looked like the beginnings of a set for a shootout scene in an old Western movie.

      He scanned more of the area before turning his attention to the east when the sun glistened off something. Four men dressed in tactical gear with automatic rifles in the patrol carry position had walked from behind a structure and were chatting. He was in the right place.

      Before exiting his car, Jamie flipped the safety off the Beretta in the shoulder holster beneath his unbuttoned outer shirt. He also checked to ensure his .38 snub-nose was still in the ankle holster on his right leg. Trust went both ways, and he had yet to develop it with the Gatekeepers. Fifty had an understanding strong enough with Belcher to join forces, but Jamie hadn’t met the man. He had a steadfast rule: trust no one sight unseen. Despite his misgivings, he would keep his word to his mentor and get the Gatekeepers what they needed.

      After closing his car door, Jamie walked closer to the men and structures in the still, warm fall air. Halfway there, a rumbling noise prompted him to crane his neck over his left shoulder. An eighteen-wheeler and a caravan of SUVs and vans were approaching rapidly. He stepped farther to the side, giving the vehicles a wide berth when they whizzed by, blowing up a cloud of dirt and gravel in his face. He slowed to cough and blink away the dust before continuing his trek to where they’d stopped near the structures.

      A spectacle unfolded while he closed the distance in the warm Texas desert autumn air. Every car, van, and truck door opened, and men got out one by one, resembling clown cars at the circus. They kept coming until thirty to forty men had assembled with their weapons. Everyone carried themselves confidently and appeared to have years of tactical training. They were precisely the type of men Jamie had recruited to be Red Spades.

      The men had divided into two groups of equal numbers, but two had drifted toward a late-arriving dark SUV. Jamie assumed those two were in charge, so he headed there. One man cocked his head up, scrutinizing Jamie carefully when he got within twenty feet. A survival instinct kicked in, causing him to slow his stride. His face had been plastered over the media for seven news cycles, and anyone who hadn’t been living under a rock would recognize him. For a moment, Jamie thought this guy may have had a three-room condo under said rock, but when he got closer, the man offered a slight nod of recognition and waved him over.

      Joining the two men, he extended his right hand. “Porter.”

      The one who had eyed him ignored the handshake offer, making Jamie uneasy. “Call me Rick. He’s Will. We’re waiting for the Raven.”

      Jamie knew better than to ask what or who the hell was the Raven. Showing ignorance exhibited weakness, and this wasn’t the time to expose his vulnerability. He waited with Rick and Will, facing the oncoming Escalade. When it came to a stop, two tall, muscle-bound men exited from the front. One circled to the back, popped open the hatch, and retrieved a metal case about the size of a forty-eight-inch flatscreen TV in its box.

      Meanwhile, the other opened the rear passenger side door, letting out a tall, thin man with stringy ink-black hair reaching his jawline. When he stepped closer, the pale skin on his neck and face posed a stark contrast to his black suit and shirt. After greeting Rick and Will, he faced Jamie, sending chills down his spine. His eyes were dark red, the color of blood. Not of a shade found in nature, they were likely covered by tinted contact lenses. Nevertheless, they completed the menacing look of a demonic raven.

      Jamie kept his hands to his sides and mouth shut, hoping social graces weren’t part of the Raven’s repertoire. Thankfully, he only glanced in Jamie’s direction briefly before returning his attention to the others and shaking Rick’s hand. He must have been Belcher’s representative.

      “Are you ready for a demonstration?” the Raven asked in a flat tone without engaging in opening pleasantries. Meanwhile, the man with the metal case laid it on the ground. He opened it, revealing a drone with foldable wings nestled neatly inside a custom foam cutout.

      “Yes.” Rick waved a hand over his head, signaling the group of men by the temporary structures. One drove a beat-up sedan toward them a moment later, stopping twenty-five yards from the other vehicles. The driver turned on the flashers and the radio loud enough for their group to hear. Rick gave him a thumbs-up, confirming the conditions were right.

      On the Raven’s hand signal, the man with the case unfurled the drone, turned it on, and removed the remote control. He toggled a few levers, sending the drone skyward. It rose slowly, settling at forty feet above the ground before zipping through the air toward the clunker. One second after landing on the car’s roof, the flashers quit and the radio stopped blasting Kenny Chesney. The car was dead.

      “Perfect.” A smile grew on Will’s face. “What’s the range?”

      “Four meters.” The Raven’s eyes glowed when he spoke, adding to the mystique.

      The man with the remote control added, “The drones will have to be close to the windshield to target the radios and car’s computer. Once in place, the EMP micro-pulse shouldn’t impact passing cars, so it will appear like a system failure, not an attack.”

      “Will that work?” Rick asked Will.

      “I’m certain it will take out the helicopter, convoy vehicles, transporter cab, and their comms. The cargo area is hardened and runs on a separate power supply, but I’ll have the codes to get us in.” Will looked at the Raven. “Can you deliver ten by next week? I’ll need one with a cargo bin capable of carrying ten kilograms.”

      “Of course.” He handed Rick a business card. “Wire half the funds to this account the day before. When I receive payment, I’ll send you a message with the meeting place and time, where you’ll transfer the other half when we complete the transaction in person.”

      “That will work.” Rick shook his hand again. “It’s a pleasure doing business with you. I’ll send the funds when we’re ready to receive the shipment.”

      Once his assistant repacked the drone, the Raven boarded his Escalade and disappeared in a dust trail over the horizon. Jamie gleaned from the exchange that the Gatekeepers planned to hijack a high-value convoy, likely government or military. Belcher’s assault team would need lots of training and heavy armament whatever their target. That explained why Jamie’s unique skills were required. With his connections and the backing of General Calhoun, he could acquire any military-grade weapon system short of a nuclear missile within a week. And he’d trained the teams that successfully overtook the governor’s mansion. Their only flaw was being undermanned after Stingers took out nearly one-third of his assault team. He wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      “So why am I here?” Jamie asked. “Weapons or training?”

      “Both,” Rick said plainly.

      “Then we better get started.”
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      Ten days later

      The dull musical chimes of three dozen slot machines within Lexi’s earshot had droned for the last three hours. If not for Noah sitting beside her and the team banter in her earpiece, she would have been asleep after the lady at the end of the aisle won her first jackpot. Lexi hated casinos for one reason: cigarette smoke. It would take half the night for her eyes to stop watering and her nose to stop running. Every stitch of clothing she had on would find the washer when this was over. She even considered soaking her service weapon and holster in Febreze to get the smell out.

      Lexi spoke softly into the microphone hidden under her jacket lapel. “I hope you’re right about this, Kaplan. It’s almost five. Another hour in this casino, and I’ll need to irrigate my nose.” Brief snickers from her team filled her ear.

      “Lexi, I feel good about this. He has to be here.”

      Lexi trusted Kaplan Shaw’s instinct more than every other intel officer’s conclusion based on mounds of irrefutable evidence. If she said the Pope would be here today under an assumed name, wearing a pink tutu, Lexi would believe her. Shaw had monitored dark web chatrooms where suspected Gatekeepers and Red Spades supporters had ranted regularly for months. She was sure of Jamie Porter’s alias and that he would be at a Choctaw casino resort near the Texas state line this week to meet someone about buying military-grade weapons. She believed the buy was linked to two simultaneous thefts last month. A cache of three hundred M4 Carbine rifles from a shipment out of Harford, Connecticut, and a thousand M67 fragmentation grenades from the manufacturing plant in Jonesborough, Tennessee, were stolen. And when a casino restaurant reported a reservation under his alias for today at five o’clock, that was good enough to put up with stale cigarette smoke and a runny nose until hell froze.

      “With any luck, we’ll hook up Porter soon, and I’ll make dinner,” Lexi said.

      Noah slid his leg over from his seat at the next slot machine until his knee touched Lexi’s. “I can handle this. You should take off. Maybe you can get in an hour of prepping for your speech at this week’s national police chiefs’ conference.”

      “Vegas can wait. I’ll dust off the speech I gave in Sacramento before the awards ceremony. But if Porter doesn’t show by six, I’ll think about leaving.”

      “Aren’t you and Nita supposed to be there at six?”

      “Dinner’s at seven.” Lexi calculated the timeline in her head. It was two hours to her apartment. She would need fifteen minutes to shower. And if she floored it, she could make it to Ponder in an hour. But—and this was a big but—if Nita met her at her parents’ house, she could knock off that last hour. And if Porter showed like he was supposed to, she would only be a few minutes late. “I should be good.”

      Noah snorted. “Yeah, right.”

      Lexi checked the time on her phone. It was 4:55 p.m. “It’s almost showtime, people. Let’s check in. Team Two?”

      “This is Two. Nothing at the main entrance.” Simon Winslow and her new ATF loaner, Kris Faust, were positioned at the front to spot Jamie Porter if he arrived by cab or Uber. But that was his least likely avenue of approach. The assignment was intentional. Simon was their weakest link, with a stiff arm from the attack on Spicewood. And Faust was still an unknown. She’d taken Sergeant Mel Thompson’s place until she cleared the shooting board. All Lexi knew about Faust was that her ATF boss, Jack Carlson, wanted her to train her Special Response Team replacement. Taskings had been sparse, so Faust had yet to gain much experience working on a team. “What better way to accomplish that,” Carlson had said, “than as a member of Lexi’s task force?”

      “Team Three?”

      “This is three. Nothing.” FBI agents Coby Vasquez and Lathan Sinclair were in place to take down Porter if he arrived by car. The only way into the casino from the parking garage was through the walking bridge.

      “Eagle Eye?”

      “Nothing yet.” Kaplan was her ace in the hole, playing the most critical role. She was in the security office running every camera feed on the casino floor and public areas through facial recognition in real-time. She would spot him unless Jamie Porter had altered or hidden his appearance.

      “All right, people. Stay alert. Let’s wait to see who he’s meeting so we can take them both down. Alive this time.” Lexi’s not so subtle reminder was harsh but necessary. When Thompson shot and killed their last lead a month ago, albeit justified in Lexi’s book, the task force was set back several weeks and left shorthanded until her replacement arrived.

      Noah smirked. “Let’s hope he cooperates.”

      “Team One, this is Eagle Eye. I have him entering the parking garage, driving a red Hyundai Elantra.”

      “Copy, Eagle Eye. Team Three, stand by. Verify his identity and follow.” After Agent Vasquez confirmed Lexi’s order, she continued, “Team Two, relocate to the restaurant.”

      Once Winslow and Faust were en route, Lexi fixed her stare between her and Noah’s slot machines, focusing on the entrance to the Oasis Steakhouse. A short line had formed at the greeting station. Lexi eyed the people waiting, sizing them up. The frail, gray-haired elderly couple were unlikely arms dealers. A family with a man, a woman, and two toddlers didn’t fit the profile. However, the tall, clean-cut white male in Bermuda shorts behind them did. Lexi focused on him until Winslow and Faust joined the line, two people behind.

      “This is Eagle Eye. Subject has parked and is at the walking bridge. Unable to confirm identity. He’s wearing a Dallas Cowboys baseball cap, blue plaid long-sleeve shirt, and jeans.”

      “Copy, Eagle Eye. Team Three, you’re up.” Lexi watched Bermuda Guy step up to the greeter. “Team Two, check out the man in shorts at the front of the line. He might be Porter’s contact.”

      “Yep,” Winslow whispered before rubbing his shaved head with a hand for several seconds to acknowledge Lexi without sounding like a cop. He lowered his hand when a host escorted Bermuda Guy deep inside the restaurant.

      “This is Team Three. ID confirmed. Following on casino floor.”

      “Copy, Team Three,” Lexi said, sitting taller in her chair. They had one of America’s most wanted fugitives in sight. “Eagle Eye, is anyone following Team Three?”

      “Negative. Team Three’s six is clear. I have eyes on possible contact in the restaurant.”

      Lexi released a small breath of relief. They would have Porter and his contact in custody in the next ten minutes if all went according to plan. But her experience bringing in members of the Gatekeepers and stragglers from the Red Spades had taught her to never let her guard down. Only one of their ten hunts had gone down without a fight. Two ended with the subjects taken to the morgue. She feared Porter wouldn’t go quietly.

      “Team Two, this is Eagle Eye. Contact is by the fireplace. There’s an open table nearby. Ask for it.”

      “Yep,” Winslow said. “Hi. Reservation for Jessie. We’d love a table by the fireplace.” He wrapped an arm around Faust’s shoulder. “It’s a special occasion.”

      The host smiled broad enough for Lexi to view. “Of course, sir. Let me see what I can do.” He consulted his computer screen before looking up. “We have an available one two tables back from the fireplace. Would that do?”

      “Perfect.”

      “Nice touch with the arm, Simon.” Lexi grinned. “Just don’t mention it to your wife.”

      “Nope.”

      “This is Team Three. Approaching restaurant entrance.”

      “Have you in sight, Team Three.” Lexi trained her eyes on the man they were trailing. Porter’s baseball cap looked too new to be anything but a weak attempt to mask his appearance. He looked thinner than he was in the stills taken from the Spicewood security footage. Perhaps being on the run for eight months had taken its toll.

      Lexi considered the number of families inside the cozy restaurant and decided conducting the takedown on the casino floor was safer. However, she would need one more person inside if Porter spotted her team before they were ready. “Vasquez, remain near the entrance. Sinclair, follow inside. Eagle Eye, is there a good perch for Sinclair?”

      “Affirmative. End of the bar.”

      “Copy. Heading inside,” Sinclair said. After Porter went to the host station, he glided past him and disappeared inside.

      “Eagle Eye, do you have eyes on Sinclair?” Lexi asked.

      “Confirm, Team One. Sinclair on his perch. Team Two in place.”

      “Team Two, do you have ears?” Lexi asked.

      “Yep,” Winslow said.

      Sitting one table away meant Winslow and Faust were close enough for their directional listening device to pick up Porter’s conversation. The stage was set. If Lexi guessed wrong about Bermuda Guy, she had three people inside to shuffle around until they had ears on Porter and whoever he was meeting with.

      “All right, everyone, we’re a go. Let’s make this a twofer. If the arms sale is a bust, we take down Porter after he exits the restaurant. Eagle Eye, give us a play-by-play until he’s at the table.”

      “Got him, Team One. The host is walking him past the bar. Turning left, heading toward the center. Being seated with contact near the fireplace. Great guess, Lexi. We’re a go.”

      “You’re up, Team Two.”

      Their radio channel picked up the murmur of several conversations near Winslow and Faust, but one came in louder and clearer. This marked the first time Lexi had heard Jamie Porter’s voice. It differed greatly from what she expected. General Calhoun was a charismatic speaker with a distinct voice and cadence. Porter’s was plain and nondescript.

      Their conversation started with brief pleasantries, pausing for the server to take their drink order. It continued with vague references to products and merchandise without a single reference to guns or weapons. Though, the contact had set the price at two hundred and three thousand dollars per unit for five hundred and one hundred units, respectively. She couldn’t prove it, but those amounts tracked with current underground-economy prices for M67 grenades and M4 rifles. However, a talented lawyer could argue they were discussing personal tablets.

      After agreeing on a price and for Porter to take delivery the next morning, the contact asked, “Shall we order?”

      Porter visually searched the dining room as if looking for their server before returning his attention to the contact. “We have company.”

      “We’ve been made,” Lexi announced, realizing the twofer was off the table. She would have to satisfice with capturing retired Major Jamie Porter.

      After downing his drink, the contact pushed back his chair and walked toward the exit. Lexi had to think quickly. She had three people inside and three waiting outside the restaurant. The contact had said nothing incriminating, but he was clearly the arms dealer for the Gatekeepers and possibly the reconstituting Red Spades. It wasn’t her primary mission, but Lexi needed to get a line on the stolen military munitions.

      “We don’t have enough to arrest the contact, but I don’t want to lose him. Vasquez, follow the man in Bermuda shorts coming out. Keep me apprised of his location.” Lexi wasn’t concerned if the contact took off in a car. Since every team leader had a fob for all four task force vehicles prepositioned on either side of the casino complex, Vasquez could follow in any of them.

      “Copy.”

      “Eagle Eye, play-by-play. Everyone else, prepare for takedown at the exit.”

      Kaplan relayed the locations of both men. Bermuda Guy passed Sinclair at the bar. Porter pulled out his wallet and laid cash on the table before walking past Winslow and Faust. He stopped to speak with his server. Vasquez picked up the contact after entering the casino floor.

      Both were now on the move.

      Lexi didn’t like dividing her forces and began to doubt the wisdom of designing an op in such an extensive facility with multiple parking areas and avenues of escape with such a small team. Following the shooting death of a suspect within a month of standing up the task force, she took the FBI SWAT team’s assistance off the table. They were wildcards, and she wanted to rely on a smaller, more agile, flexible team she could control. But with only six people on the floor, she would soon find out if that was enough.

      Winslow and Faust left their table, picking up Sinclair at the bar. Vasquez followed the contact to the walking bridge. Lexi and Noah circled the slot machines. When a janitor stopped his cart near the steakhouse entrance, Lexi realized the weakness in her on-the-fly deployment of her people. She was banking on taking down both subjects simultaneously by boxing them in at the greeting station. But the cart posed the danger of boxing her team inside.

      “Dammit.” Lexi stepped faster toward the restaurant. “Take him. Take him.”

      Noah darted past Lexi. Porter emerged from the restaurant, showing instant recognition when they locked eyes. How could he not? Noah’s unique face with vitiligo had been splashed on every newspaper and news outlet in the nation for a week. Porter must have been glued to the TV for days until the next headline replaced the hype around the Spicewood attack. He likely had committed Noah’s, Lexi’s, and Simon’s faces to memory. Maybe that was how Porter spotted her team. He’d recognized Simon.

      Porter jerked the janitor’s cart, tipping it over and blocking the steakhouse exit. Half of her team was trapped inside until that damn thing was pushed aside. That left only Lexi and Noah to capture Porter. Noah continued forward at top speed. Lexi slowed to see which direction Porter chose.

      Porter came to a skidding halt, looking left and right. Three more strides and Noah would have him. But Porter grabbed a passing pre-teen boy dressed in swim trunks and a T-shirt by the arm and pushed him hard into Noah, knocking him down. Darting to his right, he approached the casino front entrance.

      Lexi took off in a sprint. This was a nightmare as the task force leader. She heard the commotion of her team scrambling to follow, but they were likely several steps behind. She was now their first line of defense in a foot race against a highly fit man with two natural legs and a longer stride. If she lost him, she had only herself to blame for failing to anticipate this scenario.

      She pressed hard on her prosthetic, saying a silent prayer for her new high-tech foot and ankle. She’d paired them specifically to allow for greater agility while running. It had taken her several weeks to get used to the artificial joint’s slightly steeper angle, but once she did, her running times were never faster.

      Porter slowed momentarily for the sliding glass doors at the front to part and let in the cool air and fall shadows of the lowering sun. That was Lexi’s chance to gain several steps on him. While Porter struggled to regain his speed, Lexi increased hers. She stretched her legs as far as they would reach, churning them as fast as she had on the college track team. She nearly glided down the concrete walkway and onto the asphalt driveway as if her handicap didn’t exist.

      She was still gaining, zooming past cars in the circular driveway. But Porter looked over his shoulder at her and made a sharp left toward a grassy area leading to smaller hotel buildings surrounding a resort-style tropical pool. He leaped over a section of short shrubs and kicked it into gear. Lexi was never good at the hurdles in college, but she remembered the training. She led with her natural leg, crossed the bushes without skipping a beat, and continued to gain steps.

      When Porter approached the pool’s edge, Lexi cringed. If she fell in, her leg would be useless, and she would be on crutches until she could get her spare from the car. Then she remembered how she once lost a cross-country track meet at the starting gun. A runner had knocked her over from behind.

      She counted down the distance from Porter, who appeared to be losing steam. Meanwhile, Lexi wasn’t the slightest out of breath. Five feet. Four. Three. Two. On one, she gave Porter a hefty shove, launching him into the pool with a dramatic splash.

      Guests in the pool gasped and screamed.

      Lexi let a grin bright enough to light up Dallas stadium emerge before slowing abruptly to avoid falling into another section of the pool. She braced herself for a pinch. The sudden motion put a different pressure angle on her residual limb, forcing it lower into the socket and squeezing her skin. The pain was instant but not debilitating. The last time she stopped this swiftly, she was sore for days.

      A stampede of footsteps stopped behind Lexi. She turned around to see her team with their hands on their hips, waiting for Porter to swim to the edge.

      “Vasquez, report,” Lexi said into her mic.

      “I lost him in the crowd.”

      “Eagle One, do you have eyes on the contact?”

      “He took off in a car. I got a license plate.”

      “Copy. Vasquez, we’re at the front of the casino. Shaw, gather video and meet us at the entrance.” Lexi’s frustration grew for letting a major illegal arms dealer slip through her fingers. But the look of joy on the faces of her team members reminded her they’d accomplished their primary mission: Capture Jamie Porter.

      “For a one-legged Eliot Ness,” Simon Winslow smirked, “that was pretty damn impressive.”

      Lexi laughed, patting Simon on the back. His shirt was damp from perspiration. She remembered Governor Macalister had made the same reference after making it to the safe room in a daring shootout during the Red Spades’ Spicewood attack. “You’ve been hanging around the governor way too long.”

      “You’re like a real-life Bionic Woman.” Sinclair chuckled.

      “Don’t give her an even bigger head.” Noah dropped his smile when he came up beside her. He furrowed his brow. “How’s the prosthetic?”

      “It’s fine.” Adrenaline was still coursing through Lexi’s system. She wouldn’t have felt a hundred-pound anvil on her leg, though the tingling inside her socket meant it would soon be red and swollen.

      “Good. Now take off to Ponder before your mother thinks I’ve kidnapped you.”

      “Thanks, Noah. Are you sure you don’t mind processing him at the Dallas office?”

      “Not if you bring some of Jessie’s pie when this jerk is ready for interrogation.” Noah winked before stepping away to help Sinclair fish Porter from the water.

      Lexi shifted her stare to Simon. He was eyeing Porter with a look of satisfaction. She did too. Porter had recruited and trained the men who raided the governor’s mansion, specifically the one who gave Simon the bullets in his arm and killed twelve of his brave fellow Texas Rangers. “You should do the honors, Simon.”

      “With pleasure.” He narrowed his eyes, pulled his cuffs from their case at the back of his waist, and ratcheted them closed around Porter’s wrists. “You have the right to remain silent, asshole.”
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      Nita was losing the race to beat the last slivers of pink ribbons in the sky from disappearing into the darkness before making it to Lexi’s childhood home. She turned onto the long gravel access road leading to the house when her cellphone rang in its dashboard cradle. The distinct ringtone made her smile, so she swiped the screen. “Hi, sexy. Are you in town? I’m on your parents’ access road.”

      “I’d love to say yes.”

      “Please tell me you’re not still in Durant.” Nita slammed on the brakes. Three months ago, Nita would have resented the demands of Lexi’s job, but sobriety and seeing what she did firsthand in Gladding had provided clarity. Lexi’s work was a calling, requiring much of her time, but it never took precedence over her commitment to their relationship. As much as Noah was Lexi’s protector, Lexi was hers. But keeping her safe didn’t always mean being there. It meant walking Nita’s journey with her so Nita wouldn’t lose herself.

      “No. I left over an hour ago when I last texted, but an accident on I-35 has brought traffic to a standstill. I’m stuck until this clears up.”

      “How much longer do you think?” Nita looked at the clock on her dashboard. They were already an hour late for dinner.

      “An ambulance flew past, going the other direction, so it shouldn’t be much longer for the fire department to reopen a lane. After that, I’m at least a half-hour away.”

      “Do you want me to wait for you?”

      “We’re late as it is. Would you mind going to the house to let them know I’ll be there as soon as I can?” Understandably, concern cut through Lexi’s voice. This marked the first time her parents had invited her and Nita for the weekend. Showing up much later might give the impression they didn’t recognize the sea change in her father.

      “Of course not.” But Nita really wanted to say she was turning around to wait for Lexi on the other side of town. Jessie already loved Nita, but she wasn’t the problem. Jerry was a work in progress. Years of blatant homophobia would take more than a few months to overcome, and facing him without Lexi by her side was daunting. However, she’d already tripped the driveway sensor a few yards past the turn, alerting them that someone was on their property. Nita had to suck it up to kick off their first weekend in Ponder right.

      “That’s why I love you. I’ll text when I’m in town.”

      After hanging up, Nita whispered the words Lexi would have said if she were there, “I’m stronger than I realize,” but they did little to ease her nerves. The pressure to ensure Lexi’s father knew his efforts were appreciated was on, but Nita doubted it would make much of a difference. When Lexi had announced their engagement at the awards banquet in Sacramento four months ago, he was the only one at the table to not offer his congratulations. Lexi was too excited to see it, but Nita had zeroed in on it instantly.

      Despite Lexi’s optimism, his road to acceptance would be long and might not come before next month’s wedding. Nita twisted her fingers into the leather steering wheel, thinking of Lexi’s disappointment if her father refused to attend. She knew her fiancée. Lexi would choose her over him. Why wouldn’t she? She’d already lived fifteen years without his acceptance and would do it again.

      Nita shook off those uncomfortable thoughts and continued to approach the main house. Her headlights shined on a sapling in the front yard, drawing a smile. It reminded her of Lexi’s story last week when they agreed to spend a long weekend in Ponder for Jessie’s sixtieth birthday. It wasn’t the original tree, but it was in the exact place where Lexi had broken her first bone trying to impress her first pigtail crush. Her mother had told her to not climb that old thing, warning the branches were waiting to break off. But common sense didn’t deter Lexi from showing off her agility. Foolhardiness had put her in the emergency room and her first real kiss another five years off.

      She coasted to a stop around the back, parking short of the detached garage. Circling to the back of the car to retrieve her suitcase, she paused when motion in the light spilling from the garage caught her attention. She squinted to make out the approaching figure. A wave of relief hit her when she saw it wasn’t Lexi’s father. Though they’d never met, the potbelly and bald head had to belong to Jerry’s oldest friend and Lexi’s first mentor. “Hi, you must be Gavin.”

      “Guilty as charged, young lady.” He wiped his hands liberally with a fresh shop rag. “You must be Nita.”

      “Guilty.” Nita offered her hand, but Gavin shook his head as if she’d handed him a monkey wrench instead of a torque wrench.

      “A handshake won’t do.” He pulled Nita into a brief, tight hug, making her feel like family. “Where’s our girl?”

      “She’s running late from work.”

      “What else is new?” Gavin rolled his eyes while stuffing his hands into the pockets of his finely striped light blue coveralls. “The girl was like a dog with a tennis ball when she worked on engines. She never knows when to quit.”

      “She is driven.” Nita turned when the screen door to the main house squealed on its hinges and slammed against the frame. Jessie had stepped off the back porch and was walking toward her. “It’s a pleasure to meet you finally, Gavin. Are you staying for dinner?”

      “Not tonight, but I’ll be back for Jessie’s birthday shindig tomorrow.” He turned his head toward the house. “Speak of the devil.”

      “Back to the garage, Gavin.” Jessie appeared through the shadows, wagging both hands at him as if she were shooing away an annoying flock of pigeons. “I don’t want you monopolizing her like you always do with Lexi. Nita is here to visit, not hand you tools.”

      “And here I thought turning sixty meant loosening the apron strings around here,” Gavin quipped with a smile.

      “When it comes to my daughters? Never.” Jessie’s reference to Nita as her daughter was the boost she needed. She’d burned a bridge with her family, including her mother, when she hit rock bottom over six years ago. Nita had heard from her mother only once this year, but she wanted money, not to reconcile. That had stung more than being turned out, but having Jessie in her corner was a breath of fresh air. She felt accepted and loved.

      Jessie turned her attention to Nita, greeting her with a bone-crushing hug. “I’m so glad you made it. Is Lexi far behind?”

      “She left Oklahoma late and got caught behind a freeway accident. I’m hoping she’ll be here within the hour.”

      Jessie rubbed Nita’s upper arms. “Let’s get your bags and settle you into Lexi’s room.” Once through the screen door, they entered the eat-in country kitchen. Signs of cooking were everywhere. Pots simmered on the stove, a crockpot was plugged in and sitting on the edge of the island counter, dirty mixing bowls were stacked by the sink, and an aromatic cloud of baking spices filled the air.

      “Everything smells wonderful.” Nita inhaled, trying to distinguish the different scents, but she could only make out the garlic. “You shouldn’t have gone to so much trouble on your birthday weekend.”

      “It’s no trouble. I’m at home in the kitchen, but I won’t lift a finger tomorrow. We have reservations at the Willow Steakhouse in Denton.” Jessie led Nita upstairs to Lexi’s room. “We’ll be in the family room until Lexi gets here. Please join us for some iced tea.”

      “I’d love to.” When Jessie left, Nita unpacked her and Lexi’s things for two nights, placing their clothes in the dresser and toiletries in the private bathroom.

      Returning to the room, she examined the pictures on the walls, each memorializing something about NASCAR. She stopped at one picture of Lexi leaning against a racetrack pit wall in her flame-resistant coveralls next to a young man dressed in a similar but different-colored outfit. He must be Bobby, she thought. Lexi had told her about the young man who had solidified her sexuality and was later killed by Belcher’s men. She looked so young then, but her relaxed posture caught her attention. Lexi had crossed her arms in front of her chest and put all her weight on her right leg, overlapping the knee with her left foot. Nita had seen only two pictures of Lexi before she became an amputee, but not one showing her entire body. She teared up, thinking that seventeen-year-old Lexi never considered her lower left leg would be gone by the time she was thirty-three.

      Nita’s throat felt thick when she kissed her index and middle fingers from her right hand and pressed them against Lexi’s image. “You’ve been through so much.”

      Her lips trembled when her gaze settled on the next photo of Lexi and her father. Their smiles told of a happy time before their estrangement. The thought of Lexi losing that again if they married too quickly was too much to bear. Maybe they should put it off until next spring.

      Nita steeled herself before going downstairs. The kitchen was unoccupied, so she reversed down the hallway to the other side of the house. Stepping inside the airy family room, Nita dropped her jaw at the history display ten times larger than the one in Lexi’s room. Autographed framed photos of every NASCAR legend covered each wall except near the overflowing trophy case at the entrance.

      Jessie and Jerry were reclined in easy chairs in the seating area centered around the floor-to-ceiling stone fireplace. Above the mantel, the big-screen TV was tuned to the local Dallas evening news. The meteorologist predicted another warm fall day for Jessie’s sixtieth birthday tomorrow. It was a shame she’d opted for an early dinner with Nita, Lexi, and Gavin instead of a bigger celebration with friends and extended family. Jessie was a force of nature and deserved to be honored as such.

      Nita stepped farther inside, coming even with the recliners. “Hi.”

      Jessie returned her greeting with another hello while Jerry wiggled out of his chair. Nita expected one of his signature bear hugs Lexi had told her about, but it was far from warm and welcoming. It was loose and awkward, another sign he was trying but still uncomfortable with his daughter having a woman for a fiancée.

      “Glad you could make it, Nita.” He said the right words, but his eyes couldn’t lie. Nita made him uncomfortable, and that made her want to escape. In her experience, once a homophobe, always a homophobe. Next month or spring, he would never be “glad” to have her as a daughter-in-law.

      “Thank you. I’ll be right back. I need to use the bathroom.” She didn’t have to go, but anywhere was better than being in a room with someone who didn’t want her there.

      “You can use the one off the kitchen, dear. I’ll follow you.” Jessie stood as the news changed to a game show. “I’ll get you some iced tea after I check on the roast in the crockpot.”

      Nita turned to walk out with Jessie but glanced over her shoulder before rounding the corner. Jerry had returned to his chair and had buried his head in his hands. He was disappointed by his greeting or disgusted by it. Either way, Nita was sure he hadn’t come to terms with his daughter’s sexuality.

      While Jessie continued to the kitchen, Nita peeled off to the bathroom. The small room appeared original to the house with outdated tile and fixtures and shelving for a medicine cabinet. She splashed water on her face, wondering about the impact of Jerry’s lingering bigotry. Lexi had opened herself to a full reconciliation, envisioning more weekends like this one. But those were a long way off, if ever, and thoughts of him walking her down the aisle were foolhardy.

      She glanced up at the shelves, found the usual soaps and lotions, and saw two prescription bottles—a muscle relaxant and oxycodone. Both were for Jerry, likely kept there so he wouldn’t have to brave the stairs when his bum leg was acting up. Her eyes refocused on the oxy, churning up the hunger she’d thought was locked away. She’d forgotten addiction had its own key and could make an appearance anytime it damn well pleased. It was knocking at her door, offering the welcoming hug Lexi’s father had held back. Each pill was a temptation layered with memories of not caring about anything other than the euphoria it produced.

      Nita reached for the bottle, giving it a warm caress, but a voice inside her said, “You’re stronger than you realize.” However, she knew she wasn’t. She’d chipped away at addiction’s death grip but hadn’t pried it away completely. Its hold was making her weaker by the second, but she had a backup plan.

      Putting her cell phone to her ear, she heard it connect on the second ring. “Hi, Wyatt.”

      “Hi, Nita. How’s your weekend with your future in-laws going?” Unlike the sponsor she had after completing rehab six and a half years ago, Wyatt Anderson was available for impromptu calls most days, something she frequently did during her first month after returning from Gladding.

      “At this rate, I’m not sure if they’ll ever be my in-laws.”

      “What has you worried? I thought he was coming around.”

      “Coming around doesn’t mean he’s arrived. Accepting Lexi’s sexuality is one thing but being part of our wedding is quite the leap.”

      “You said he was trying, and that is all we can ask of others.”

      “I can tell he’s forcing it.” Nita picked up the pill bottle and read the label again, feeling its pull even stronger. “I wish Lexi was here.”

      “You’re dodging my original question, Nita. What really has you worried?”

      “Her father has chronic pain from an accident years ago and has a medicine cabinet full of opioids.”

      “And you’re afraid you might go on a treasure hunt.”

      “I’m staring right at it. I’d be fine if Lexi was here.”

      “I get that she’s been your rock through all of this, but your strength doesn’t come from her. It comes from within. Do you remember what you said during our first meeting?”

      Nita returned the bottle to the shelf and threw a palm over her face, remembering how far she’d slipped and how much she’d hurt the woman she loved. “I said I knew the person I wanted to be, and this wasn’t it.”

      “Are you that person now?”

      “Yes, but I’m slipping.”

      “Then you have to choose what you want more, a high or being the best version of yourself.”

      “It should be a simple choice.”

      “For some, it can be, but as addicts, we know it never is. You’ve been that person before, Nita. You have the strength to be her again.”

      A grin sprouted on her lips as she pushed back her hunger. She remembered she had touched nothing more substantial than Tylenol since accepting Lexi’s proposal, recruiting Wyatt as her sponsor, and attending NA meetings every night for a month until the cravings were nothing more than white noise. It all reminded her she had it in her to keep that hunger in check again.

      Nita’s phone buzzed. She brought it down to read Lexi’s incoming text saying she was rolling through town and should be there in ten minutes. Her message couldn’t have come at a better time.

      “Thanks, Wyatt. That was what I needed to hear.”
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      Lexi knew what was waiting for her when she finally arrived at her parents’ house for her mother’s birthday weekend. Leaving two hours late and spending forty-five minutes on the interstate at a dead stop meant her mother should be tapping her toes over a home-cooked meal that had gone cold on the stove. Her father should be tinkering on the first muscle car he drove in a race, a 1977 Chevy Monte Carlo, in the garage. And Nita should be pleading Lexi’s case for her tardiness.

      The moonlight shining brightly on the tree at Old Man Robbin’s place drew a smile when she drove past. Her first kiss with a girl below its branches was memorable, but it paled compared to the kisses she shared with Nita. Some were brief and tender, but some packed a toe-curling punch that had them tumbling into bed. And considering her frustrating day, Lexi knew precisely the type she wanted after walking through the door.

      When she turned on the gravel road leading to the house, she realized she’d never driven it with Nita by her side. That would soon change. Once they married, going this route should become commonplace. She imagined spending long holiday weekends here, working on engines in the garage with her father and Gavin, and teaching Nita how to build a transmission from the ground up.

      When she swung her Ford SUV next to Nita’s Outback, her headlights briefly lit up Gavin’s old pickup next to the garage. Strange, she thought. He should have been gone hours ago. Maybe he was staying for dinner tonight, too.

      Her first steps out of the car made her residual limb throb, but the soreness was worth it. She’d wrangled the man her team had been looking for and ran her fastest quarter mile since becoming an amputee. She could attribute it to the high-tech foot she’d bought to augment the new ankle, but that would downplay her hard work. She’d run nearly every day before heading off to the task force to get into running shape. She would have bet her last dollar that her sprint today rivaled her college track team days.

      Shaking off the ache, she followed the lights from the garage and headed to the open rolling door on the left with an extra pep in her step. The lights over the furthest bay were on, where a tarp-covered chassis was parked. The radio on the back workbench was tuned to a classic country music station from Dallas. Her father wasn’t there, but Gavin was putting away his tools on the bench.

      “You’re here late.” She used a loud voice to compensate for the music.

      He turned his head over a shoulder. “It’s about time, Peanut.”

      “It couldn’t be helped.” She continued to walk closer. “The stakeout took longer than we’d planned.”

      “Anything can be helped.” Gavin focused on his tool chest, carefully wiping and placing each item in its proper spot. “It’s a matter of priorities.” He turned around to face Lexi, presenting a stern expression that forecasted a rare lecture. He hadn’t given her one since she quit her father’s racing team.

      “I’m too tired for this tonight.”

      “Yep, priorities,” he mumbled, closing the lid of his prized tool chest.

      She walked up behind Gavin, placing a palm on his back. If he hadn’t towered over her by a foot, she would have slung it over his shoulder. “What has you so grumpy tonight?”

      He let out a long sigh. “I haven’t seen your father this disappointed in years.”

      Lexi leaned her butt against the workbench, crossing her arms in front of her chest and putting all her weight on her prosthetic leg to overlap the knee with her right foot. She silently chuckled about assuming the position naturally as if she’d been doing it for years, but it was the mirror opposite of her relaxed stance before losing her leg. People can change, she thought. “Did he have something special planned tonight?”

      “Bringing your fiancée here was special enough for him, but you didn’t show.”

      “I’m here now.”

      “By not calling, you showed him your priorities, and he wasn’t one of them.”

      Lexi dipped her chin. She was so focused on Porter and Nita that she hadn’t considered how her father would react. “I should have called.”

      “Yes, you should have. Now he’s afraid you’re pulling back, and despite the effort he’s been making, things between you two will never get back to how it once was.”

      “I want that more than anything.”

      Gavin shook his head at her. “What did I teach you about dealing with an anxious driver when his car needs a quick fix to get back in the race?”

      “To never under- or overestimate things and to provide an honest answer.”

      “I know the thing you want most in this world, and she arrived in a Subaru. But that doesn’t mean your father is far down the list.”

      “He’s not.”

      “Make sure he knows that.” Gavin could cut through the crap and tell her the hard truth since she was a little girl. If she didn’t have him in her corner when her father shut her out after telling him she was gay, she might have gone down the same road as Bobby Michaels. She would have been a lost soul who found an early grave. “Now, give this old man a hug and set your father straight.” He let loose with a belly-jiggling laugh before yanking her into a long, cozy embrace.

      “Thank you, Gavin.” Lexi pulled back, getting a good look at her old mentor. He’d taught her as much about life and building and fixing cars as her father, if not more. And those three seasons he served as her crew chief were the best years of her young life. She wouldn’t trade them for all the Gatekeepers she’d jailed since heading up the task force. “I wouldn’t be who I am if you weren’t there to pick up the pieces.”

      He pulled the shop rag from his back pocket and wiped the corners of his eyes before returning it. “Go, young lady. I’ll see you at the Willow for your mother’s dinner tomorrow.”

      Lexi bent and wagged an index finger at him like she used to do when she was little, asking him to lean down. She kissed him on the cheek. “You’re an old softie.” She left Gavin to his cleanup and walked toward the main house, feeling much better about her misstep.

      Light spilled through the kitchen windows, so she let the squeak in the screen door hinges announce her arrival. Pushing through, she discovered the most delightful scene she’d ever encountered. Nita looked up from the kitchen island, stopping the rolling pin mid-glide across the pie crust dough atop the floured granite countertop. Her mother was beside her, supervising, but stopped to look up. Their smiles were cute as buttons, but the flour smudge on the tip of Nita’s nose was positively heart-melting.

      Lexi walked up to Nita and swiped her nose with an index finger to wipe off the flour before kissing it. “You better watch out, or my mother will have you on pie duty every time we visit.” Nita’s smile dropped, and her eyes narrowed into a frown. The sudden change was concerning, but this wasn’t the time to ask her about it. Lexi turned to her mother. “Did I miss dinner?”

      “We waited.” Her mother smiled with a hint of pride. “I considered your schedule and did a crockpot roast. It’s been simmering all day. I just have to reheat the mashed potatoes.”

      “What about Dad? It’s way past his dinner time.”

      Her mother waved her off. “I gave him a few rolls to tide him over. He’ll get over it. Would you mind telling him you’re here? We eat in five minutes.”

      “Sure.” Lexi slid behind Nita, rested her chin on her good shoulder, and wrapped her arms around her. “I’ll be right back.”

      “What’s that smell?” Nita craned her neck to take a deeper whiff.

      “Casino and Febreze.”

      “Say no more.”

      “I’ll shower after dinner.” Lexi gave Nita a firm squeeze before letting go. She walked down the hallway, stopping at the family room entrance. The wall-mounted television was tuned to a car restoration show. Her father watched intently as the stars worked on a vintage 1967 Ford Fairlane once used in a NASCAR race. “I remember your first Fairlane. The exhaust rumble nearly blew me off my Big Wheel.”

      “That was the best street car I ever owned.”

      “Why did you sell it?” She stepped even with his chair.

      “Medical bills were stacking up after my accident, and we needed the money.”

      Lexi was only twelve when his accident happened and didn’t consider the financial burden multiple surgeries without health insurance must have had on her parents. The things he did after the accident suddenly made sense—not building the pool in the backyard as he’d promised and selling off every non-racing car in his inventory. He was shoring up his financial footing until he could transition from driver to race team owner.

      “I’m sorry I was late, Dad. I should have called personally.”

      He finally turned to look at her, looking sad but not empty like he’d been for the last fifteen years. “What’s done is done.”

      Lexi’s heart broke, but she didn’t have the time to say what needed saying. “Mom said dinner is ready.”

      “Then we best not keep her waiting.” He stood, gave her another sad look, and limped into the kitchen with Lexi steps behind. Dinner was delicious, albeit three hours late and awkwardly quiet.

      When her mother pushed back her chair to clear the table, Lexi placed a hand on her arm. “Your birthday is in an hour. Nita and I can clean up.”

      “You’ll get no argument from me.” Her mother yawned. “I think I’ll turn in. Shirley Beamer is coming by early to drop off a gift and a cake she made.”

      Lexi kissed her on the cheek. “Go. We got this.”
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