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Can a single shadow from the past burn down the entire future?

The young woman was just months away from her dream life, but one mistake threatened to turn everything into a nightmare: she had fallen in love with the wrong man.

When her abusive ex-boyfriend, a war veteran with a deranged psychopathic mindset, returns with murderous intent, the threatened agent finds herself alone against an unyielding force.

Her last resort is her professional bodyguard, a former Air Force counterterrorism operative—a man trained to confront threats on a global scale. Now, he discovers that his most dangerous battle will be against a single individual who has nothing left to lose.

A cat-and-mouse game begins, but the story is far from simple. As the protector tries to shield his client from a deranged maniac, a mysterious entity emerges from the shadows, an entity that hunts down the maniac himself! He wants to ensure the dark secrets that torment the soldier's mind remain buried forever.

The question isn't: Will the bodyguard succeed in protecting the girl?

The question is: Who will bury whom?

When the passion of love intertwines with the madness of combat and a buried intelligence secret... survival becomes an absolute necessity. Read on now, and discover who will reach the end of the game!
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Chapter 1
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I was standing at the back of the lower pistol range watching as the four men and one woman I’d been working with for the last five days calmly squeezed the triggers of their semiautomatic pistols, expended rounds striking the cardboard targets downrange in tight, precise patterns. Standing to my right, dressed somewhat inappropriately for a dusty firing range in mid-May in Alabama, was Marc Guyerson, Executive Vice President and Director of Corporate Security for the Colonial Bank Group of Alabam​a[2], the second largest bank in the state. Everyone else, myself included, was wearing loose-fitting and comfortable lightweight clothing. Marc had on a charcoal gray suit, white shirt with button-down collar, and a red striped tie. His black leather oxfords had been highly polished when he first arrived, but no more. Still, he did look every bit the corporate executive that he was. I guess he couldn’t leave the office even when he had left the office.


The five shooters were the newest members of the bank’s Special



Response Team (SRT), responsible for handling crisis situations ranging from bank branch robberies to kidnappings or attacks on key bank executives. They also acted as protectors for senior executives when they traveled overseas or during times of increased threat. Marc Guyerson took a direct interest in the activities and training of SRT members and usually found the time to come out and watch at least part of their training when he was able to arrange it. Today he was able to make it out for their final firearms qualification and he was smiling like a proud papa, pleased to see the progress that each team member had made. He turned to me.

“Excellent work, as usual, Derrick,” he said, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Once again you’ve worked your magic and turned raw

material into highly efficient operators. I just wish you’d agree to come to work for me full-time. The bank could really use you. Like I said before, you’d be a vice president right off...”

I held up a hand to silence him, still watching what was happening downrange, the team just emptying their weapons and quickly reloading in unison. Turning to Marc, I reached up and adjusted my eye protectors.

“You know I like working on my own, Marc,” I told him simply. “Being my own boss. Had enough of other people deciding what I should do and when during my ten years in the Air Force. Now I’m a free-agent and am quite happy. I appreciate the offer, but once again, no thanks.”

Before he could reply, there was more gun fire and we both turned to watch the team. When they finished this time they pulled the empty magazines from their weapons and holstered them. The range officer called the range safe and turned toward me. I nodded, removing my ear protectors and walking forward.

“Thanks, Pete,” I said to the thickset range officer who wore jeans, a black range T-shirt that was tight across his muscular chest, and a matching ball cap. “We’re done down here for the day. At least with the shooting part. They’ll police the area and break down and clean their weapons before leaving.”

Pete Newhouse nodded, removing his own ear protectors, wiping the sweat from his brow underneath the brim of his cap.

“Alright, Derrick,” he said, walking over to the shaded cover where Marc and I had been standing. “They did real well, all of ‘em. Even the young lady, and I had my doubts about her in the beginning.”


I nodded.



“Yeah,” I said, choosing to ignore the hint of sexism in his remark. “Thanks for all your help, Pete. I’ll stop by the clubhouse before I go.”

He nodded, adjusted his cap, and then started off for the hill that led up out of the range and to the main clubhouse. Marc Guyerson was already standing in the middle of the small group of SRT members telling them how proud he was of them. I walked over, slipping a blue ball cap onto my cleanly shaven brown head.


“Does anybody here think they could use some improvement?” I



asked no one in particular.


After a slight hesitation, they all raised their hands.



“Right answer,” I said. “Never let yourself get to the point where you think there’s no more you can learn or no room for improvement. Each of you is a hell of a shooter and an even better security agent, but none of you is perfect. You can all become better, and you should always strive for that. And having said that, let me say this, you all did very well this week and I would like to echo what Mr. Guyerson just told you. I’m proud of what you’ve accomplished, and I am happy to sign off on each of you becoming full members of Colonial’s SRT. Congratulations.”


There were smiles, hoops and hollers, and some hugs.



I smiled, mostly to myself. None of these kids was older than twenty-eight. Marc was nearly fifty and I was forty, a generation older, and we had seen a lot more of the hard things in life than any of them. If they stayed in this business for any great length of time they would see plenty too, and then they wouldn’t be smiling so much or so eager to take on jobs that stood a good chance of getting them killed one day. But that is not a relevant thought for today, not for them and not for me. My work is done. Collect my pay and go home. Pretty soon there would be another job, there always was.

I had them pick up all their brass, take down the targets they had shot up and drop them in the big garbage cans at the back of the range, then watched with Marc as they expertly broke down and cleaned their weapons. It was noon when they were done and Marc invited everyone out to lunch on him to celebrate. I had to decline because I had a prior commitment, but I shook everyone’s hand and told them I’d be checking on them from time to time.

Marc and I left last, cresting the hill thirty yards from the rear of the clubhouse while the others were putting their equipment away in the trunks of their cars.

“Well I’m gonna buy you lunch or something some day soon,” Marc said as we reached the spot where his black Lincoln was parked. “Next week? And I promise I won’t try to hire you again. At least not during the meal.”


He chuckled and I smiled a little.



“Alright,” I told him. “I’ll call you next week and we can set it up if you have time.”

“I’ll make time, Derrick,” he said earnestly, and then we shook hands. “Talk to you next week.”

I stood aside and watched as Marc and the other five backed out of the gravel parking spaces, kicking up dust and rocks, then making their way toward the half mile winding incline that was the entrance/exit to the F.O.P. Range and Training Center in Pleasant Grove, Alabama, ten miles west of Birmingham. Waving away dust, I turned and headed toward the clubhouse. I needed to wash up and pay Pete for the use of the range today, and then I had to get moving myself. I had lunch scheduled for one-thirty and I didn’t want to be late.
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I was born and raised in Birmingham, Alabama, but left shortly after graduating from college in 1989, receiving a commission in the

U.S. Air Force and going off to serve my country with honor and distinction and glory and all that jazz. Well actually not so much. I spent ten years as an Air Force officer, finishing up as a captain. For eight of those years I was a special agent in the Office of Special Investigations, the OSI, or AFOSI. OSI is kind of like the Air Force’s version of the FBI, or the detectives’ bureau of a large police department. Probably more like the FBI though because it is a federal agency. It investigates crimes against Air Force personnel and facilities, or crimes committed by Air Force personnel, everything from rape to homicide to espionage, the OSI investigates it all, and while I was an agent, I investigated it all too, and a lot more.


However, with the increase in international terrorism in the late



Eighties and Nineties, OSI started to get involved in the field of antiterrorism. By the mid-1990’s several specialized teams had been formed with a specific mandate to combat and defeat terrorism. For the Air Force OSI the outfit that was most often on the front lines was the Antiterrorism Security Team (AST), its brief to provide high-threat protection to high-value terrorist targets all over the world, facilities and personnel, and to disrupt terror operations before they could come to fruition through targeted strikes and other covert means. I joined AST in mid-1993 and by 1995, I was a team leader with my own squad of agents based out of Eglin Air Force Base in Florida. For the next four years, my team and I traveled the world fulfilling our mission, and on more than one occasion saw action against some pretty determined terrorists and paramilitary operators. I was good at the work, kind of liked it for the most part, but as time went on I began to realize that my team and I were doing more harm than good in

some cases, making enemies that we didn’t have to, and the thing that really started to bother me was the fact that my superiors didn’t seem to mind this. In fact, I began to suspect that they expected and welcomed this consequence. Crazy I know, but it was something that I just couldn’t shake from my mind.

In late 1998, following a near disastrous mission in Manila, I was having a frank conversation with the major who was my immediate superior and he told me quite bluntly that our leadership in OSI and the Air Force, and that of the American government in general, didn’t care how many people we pissed off around the world, or how much collateral​[3] we accumulated. The more the better. Angry people were a threat, and threats kept us in business.

After the Soviet Union collapsed many in the military and the government—and a lot of rich business types with lucrative military contracts—all started to worry that if peace broke out they would lose their power and their wealth. So a new enemy was needed to motivate people and to scare them, to give them something to hate and to fear and thereby keep the military-industrial machine grinding and churning out more and more money. Terrorism became the new enemy, although it had been on the radar for quite a while—as those of us who had been fighting it for years behind the scenes knew all too well—but now it was elevated to the forefront, a clear and present danger that threatened the very existence of civilization if something was not done to battle it with every resource possible.


It worked too, as was predictable. All you have to do is scare the



shit out of people and you own them.

I watched it happen, helpless to stop it, and just couldn’t stomach it after a while, knowing it would only get worse as the new century beckoned. So in late 1999, after my tenth year in the service, I decided to resign my commission; on the eve of my promotion to major. Many of my friends thought I was nuts, but I didn’t care. Sometimes I can be a ruthless and cold-blooded son of a bitch and capable of almost anything, but there are some things that my personal honor and integrity will not allow. Banal, yes I know—but that’s me—and those things in me would not allow me to continue to participate in

something so cynical and depraved as the game I saw being played with the lives of so many. So I left, and at the right moment too. Had I been around in September 2001 there is no way I would not have been court-martialed, probably shot as an enemy of the state.

I have always had my suspicions about what really happened that day—the 11th of September—before and after. I’m not saying that I think the government staged the whole thing so they could eventually invade Iraq. Believe me, they’re just not that bright—as history would later show. But the official story is bullshit, intelligence failures my ass! During my time in Antiterrorism Security we routinely acquired reams of data about threats to targets inside the United States, some plans so detailed they made my blood run cold. The information was all passed along up the line, and then we were told that we were being overly dramatic and alarmist. Alarmist?! I always found it odd that in the aftermath of the attacks in 2001 that none of this ever came to light, even during Congressional hearings. The American people were simply told that the intelligence system failed, and they believed it, didn’t question it, and it seems that many of those who knew the truth decided to keep quiet about it. Those few who did try to speak out were attacked, called un-American, unpatriotic during a time of national crisis and mourning, and summarily dismissed.


Had I still been in OSI at the time I would have had lots of



questions for the politicians and my superiors, and I wouldn’t have been very popular after asking them. So I guess it’s a good thing I was gone by then.

By 2001 I had moved back to Birmingham, actually Homewood, just to the south of it. I found a quaint little furnished apartment off of Green Springs Highway called the Green Springs Executive Apartments, and still live there today. And because the Air Force had spent so many years and so many thousands of taxpayer dollars training me in the field of high-risk protective services, I decided to put my skills to use in the private sector.

Initially I had thought about getting a job with a local security company, even interviewed with several, but didn’t really like the offers from any, despite their doing everything they could to entice me

because having a former AFOSI agent on the payroll looked good for any of them. I just wasn’t interested, and soon began to think that perhaps moving back to Birmingham wasn’t such a good idea after all. Maybe a larger city would hold more opportunities.

I was contemplating this one day when I came home late in the afternoon with a couple bags of groceries. There was an altercation up on the second floor, a very large man with a head shaved like mine was shoving around two women, one I knew to be his wife.

I never liked seeing a guy shove a woman around, and he looked as if he might toss one of them over the rail at any moment. So the groceries stayed in the car while I raced upstairs to stick my nose in where it did not belong. At first I tried reason, but that didn’t work, and I was verbally insulted quite well. Had I been a weaker person I might have cried. As it turned out I kicked the guy in the balls and shoved his head into the door of his apartment. That calmed him down some, along with a couple of short jabs to his kidneys. Then his wife got upset and lunged for me. Smart man that I am—having worked a couple of domestic cases back when I was in the Security Police before OSI—I was expecting this and was able to subdue her without causing any real harm.


The other woman turned out to be a social worker from a local



women’s shelter and she had been trying to get the woman to leave her abusive husband once and for all and come to the shelter. Needless to say the husband took exception to this and expressed his displeasure the only way he knew how: violently. That was the point when I had come in. Shortly thereafter, the Homewood cops came in.

Once the matter was sorted, the husband arrested for assault times two, the wife now refusing to have anything to do with the social worker and locking herself in her apartment, I went down to my apartment to put my groceries away and the social worker joined me. We talked for a while, she asked me what my background was and I told her. She told me that the shelter she worked for could use somebody with my skills, maybe as a part-time consultant. The money wouldn’t be all that great, but the job might be worthwhile. Well I wasn’t doing anything else at the moment, and part-time was better than nothing, so I took her up on the offer.

Today I am still a part-time consultant to that shelter, and a few others, as well as to Colonial Bank and a number of other clients in and around Birmingham and beyond. As it turned out, coming back to Birmingham maybe wasn’t such a bad idea after all. The added benefit was that there were still people in and around town that I had known for quite a while, friends from high school and college, that I could still see, and a family member or two, although I wasn’t the biggest family man. My mother was still alive and I saw her when I could. Talked to her mostly on the phone once a week, sometimes more—and sometimes a lot less.

Today I’m having lunch with an old friend of mine, a woman I’ve known since she was fifteen, now closing on thirty-five, the mother of my seventeen year old goddaughter, the former wife of my best friend from college, now estranged. Her name is Leigh Danton and she is, as always, a cute, petite brunette with shoulder length straight brown hair, soft brown eyes behind silver framed glasses, a small nose, and thin lips with a very fair complexion. After two marriages and a daughter with both husbands, Leigh had pretty much given up on the idea of happily ever-after matrimonial bliss and decided to settle for whatever made her feel happy on a given day. She shared custody of her two girls with their fathers, although her oldest Erin would be going off to college in another year and would largely be on her own. Justine, her ten year old, still had a few years to go and she spent a good deal more time with her father these days than with Leigh, mainly because Leigh was working a lot more now and her work required long and odd hours. Still, Leigh spent as much time with the girl as she could, and mother and daughter were pretty good friends, it was just too bad that Leigh and the fathers of her children could not get along better. But I’m not a marriage counselor, never even came close to getting hitched myself, and Leigh wasn’t going to ask my advice anyway. She knew better.


There is a place in Center Point called Mama Edna’s Diner. The



proprietor is a sixty-eight year old ebony-skinned black woman named Mama Edna, nobody knows her by any other name. She is Mama to everybody, regardless of race or ethnicity, although being black myself, I have always felt that she takes an extra shine to me. Then maybe

that’s simply because I am so handsome and dashing with my neat goatee flecked with hints of light gray here and there. Of course, that must be it.

I found a space in the crowded parking lot and walked over to the diner, which set right next to a Mexican restaurant that did a brisk business as well. Inside there was a young black woman at the register counter and she smiled when I came in. I told her I was meeting someone here and that I suspected she was already inside because her car was in the lot. Once I gave the description of Leigh the young woman nodded and led me to a table in the back near a window.

Leigh was sitting at the table sipping ice tea through a straw. She looked up when she saw me and smiled. I sat down and ordered tea as well.

“There you are,” Leigh said, adjusting her glasses. “Thought you might stand me up.”

“No guy in his right mind would ever do such a thing,” I told her with a smirk. “Not if he knows what’s good for him. I was over at the range overseeing the final test for one of my classes this morning. Traffic was kind of heavy on the interstate, two wrecks along the way.”


Leigh nodded.



“I know. I came in from Vestavia myself and 459 is like a parking lot in some places. Glad you made it though. The tea is very good today too.”

“I’m sure,” I said. “Always is. And you look good too. How’s life for you these days?”

Leigh grinned and twirled her straw around in the glass for a minute, glancing out the window before returning her focus to me.

“Thanks for the compliment, Derrick,” she said. “And you look as adorable as ever yourself.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I try. Not easy keeping this girlish figure, but I work at it.”


Leigh chuckled.



“The work’s paid off,” she said in a low tone. “As for me, life is fine. Maxwell and I actually had a civil conversation a couple weeks ago. We were talking about Erin and where she wants to go to college. He’s bucking for her to go in-state, Auburn or Alabama, he doesn’t

care which.”

“No Samford?” I said, affecting a slightly wounded tone. “The birthplace of all knowledge?”


Leigh shook her head.



“Nope. Doesn’t want her to go to Samford. And she doesn’t want to go either, so the point is moot. She wants to go out of state. Florida most likely. FSU if she can get in. Maxwell and I are actually in agreement that she should stay in Alabama. Probably won’t happen, she is determined, and very smart.”

“Well being my goddaughter, what would you expect?” I interjected.


Leigh smirked.



“Yeah, must have gotten that from your genes,” she said. “And wouldn’t Maxwell have loved that? You know he still thinks you and I slept together when we were married.”

My tea arrived and I took a large sip. The waitress asked if we were ready to order and we told her to give us a few more minutes, and she went away.

“And I suppose he doesn’t believe we never slept together even after you were divorced?” I said.


She had more tea then shook her head.



“Nope. Which is kind of funny because Malcolm thinks we slept together too.”


I chuckled.



“God, what people must think of me,” I said. “What is it with the guys you marry anyway? Neither of them trusts us together, and one of them was my best friend at one time. And he introduced us.”

“Yeah,” Leigh said. “Which is probably part of the problem. When you consider my history and all. A couple of other guys he introduced me to I did sleep with. Just neither of them was you. Which is still your loss by the way.”


We both grinned and had more tea.



“Yes,” I said. “I have always believed that. My cross to bear, however.”


“Or not,” Leigh said as she leaned forward on the table.

I stared into her eyes for a moment. She really was quite an




attractive woman, I had always thought so. And when she wore blue jeans, which was most of the time and included today, even a man as strong as I could not resist taking a good long look and wondering... but she was a friend, a good friend, and some things were more important than sex. Not many, but in her case...


The waitress returned and we ordered, then she went away again. “So what are you working on?” I asked, sipping my tea and



pushing all sexual thoughts as far from my mind as possible.

“Cheating husband,” Leigh answered. “It’s why I was in Vestavia. Guy’s banging his boss’ secretary. His wife suspects, so she hired me through her attorney. Secretary lives in Vestavia Hills. Today I got pictures of him going into her place on his lunch hour and coming out an hour later—with her. They even kissed on the front door step. Very romantic. And it cooks his ass.”


“You tell your client yet?” I asked. She shook her head.



“No. Got a meeting at four-thirty with her lawyer. I’ll turn the pictures over to her and she’ll tell the client. Digital cameras make P.I. work so much easier these days. What else are you doing now? Any more classes?”

“Not right now,” I told her. “Figure I’ll go over to the bookstore and pick up a few of the latest by my favorite authors and spend the weekend on the sofa reading. Got a few potential things coming up in the next couple of weeks. One or two look promising.”

“Well if you have any decoy work or anything else that needs doing...”


I nodded.

“I’ll give you a call,” I said.



Our lunches arrived and we ate while making conversation, mostly reminiscing. We had known each other for so long that conversation was never difficult, and even silence was not uncomfortable. We finished around three and I paid because it was my turn.

I walked Leigh out to her car, only once glancing down to observe the tightness of her blue jeans and the way her round butt fit nicely into them. She leaned back against her gray Honda with her arms folded across her small chest as we talked for another few minutes.

She stood on her toes and gave me a fierce hug, then kissed me gently on the lips.

“I’ll call you in a week or so,” I told her after she got into her car and started it, rolling down the window.

“Okay,” Leigh said. “Take it easy. Have a good time reading this weekend. Me, I’ll probably go out with this Hoover cop who’s been trying to get me to go out with him for a couple of months now. He’s recently divorced and isn’t looking for anything long-term. Guy after my own heart, so to speak. Probably be his lucky weekend too. And mine...”

I smiled and waved as she drove off, then turned and walked over to my car. In some ways I guess I was a little jealous of that Hoover cop. No reason to be really, if I truly wanted to go out with Leigh, or something else, all I had to do was say so. She had made that quite clear on more than one occasion. So obviously I didn’t want anything more.


Probably.

“Books-A-Million here I come. And not a moment too soon.”
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I spent way too much time in bookstores, not to mention spent way too much of my money there. I was in luck, or not, depending on your point of view. The Books-A-Million in Homewood’s Wildwood Shopping Center a couple miles south of my apartment had four new books by four of my favorite authors. All hardbacks, and all around twenty-five bucks. Even with my discount card I still spent a hundred bucks. And now I was at home, just a few minutes after five, the sun still shining brightly in the sky and the temperature up near ninety.

My apartment is on the first floor toward the south end of the complex, Apartment 31. Today I was in luck here as well; there was an open space right in front of my door. I pulled in and shut the engine off, reaching onto the passenger’s side floor and picking up the bag of books. Felt kind of light for a hundred bucks, but what didn’t these days?

I hadn’t noticed the dark green Jeep Cherokee Limited Edition parked across the lot directly behind me when I’d turned in, but as I glanced in the rearview mirror now I did notice it, and I smiled, climbing out of the car with my hundred bucks worth of books.

The occupant of the jeep climbed out then and raised a hand above her eyes to shield them from the sun despite the fact that she had on dark shades. From her position she was facing directly into the sun. She waved. I waved back then walked up the slight incline to the other side of the parking lot.


“Hi,” I said.



“Hi,” Traci Brenner said. “You weren’t home when I got here so I decided to wait.”


“Glad you did,” I said. “But you could have called my cell.”



“I know,” she said. “But I knew you’d be home eventually. Thought I’d surprise you.”

“You succeeded,” I said. “But if you had called I could have saved a hundred bucks at the bookstore.”


Traci grinned.

“You and your books,” she said. “Get anything good?”



“Everything I read is good,” I told her. “When did you get to town?”

“A few hours ago,” she said, glancing around the parking lot. “Went to the house and dropped off some things, packed a few others. I’m up here for the weekend. Got a thing at Oak Mountain for some kids from a local shelter. Saturday and Sunday. I go back to Mobile on Monday.”

“I see,” I said, feeling a familiar sensation rising slowly in my stomach. “Where’s Junior?”

“At home with my parents,” she said. “Didn’t think I’d have time for him this trip. Plus he had school today and I had to leave before he got out.”

I nodded, staring very intently at the slender brunette with light brown hair that hung an inch and a half above her shoulders, knowing that behind those dark shades was one of the most spectacular pair of beautiful brown eyes that I have ever looked into.


“I take it Marcus is still overseas?” I said.
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