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Аннотация
Brendan Rhodes returns to Shallow Creek and discovers his West Texas hometown submerged in drug-fueled violence. Always up for a challenge, the Marine dives right in.
The stakes rise when a beautiful mystery woman disrupts his investigation, and when both Brendan and his family become targets. Embroiled in his own volatile personal life, Brendan fights to rescue his sister and his town, relying on his experiences in Force Recon to survive.
Adding insult to injury, someone close to Brendan frames him for a crime he didn’t commit. With the DEA hot on his trail, he must overcome all odds to set the story straight.


Alistair McIntyre
Shallow Creek


Chapter 1

Shallow Creek
CITY LIMIT
POP. 20, 934
Brendan Rhodes smiled as he passed the road sign welcoming him back to his hometown for the first time in nine years. Shallow Creek was a bit of an overstatement; the creek bed lending its name to the town hadn’t held a drop of moving water in the eighteen years he’d spent here. Off in the distance, probably five miles out, he could make out the first buildings of the small town. That was the way things went in west Texas. He remembered a family road trip to Lubbock one summer where they’d passed the Lubbock city limit sign and drove on for what felt like an eternity before leaving the desert behind and embracing civilization.
Stumpy little trees dotted the landscape as he slowed down while entering the town proper. Tall trees couldn’t survive the strong winds across the flat plains, but their shorter cousins did a good job hiding local and state law enforcement. Sleepy towns situated on Texas highways were famous for cheap gas and speed traps. Brendan cruised on for a couple of blocks before pulling into one of the two name-brand gas stations in Shallow Creek.
The Exxon had received an overdue facelift. Instead of going inside to pay the cashier, Brendan slid his credit card through the reader attached to the pump. Marvels of the modern world had apparently crept out west in his decade-long absence. With the gas flowing and his credit card racking up points, Brendan took a moment to roll his shoulders and twist the crick out of his neck.
“Hey, stranger.”
The pleasant words startled him even as his brain pulled a face from deep in his memory. Sure enough, Michelle Prost stood right behind him, a big smile greeting him as she leaned in for a light hug. He returned the gesture, albeit awkwardly; there hadn’t been much opportunity to practice hugs in his recent life.
“It’s been a while, Michelle,” he said as she looked him up and down.
“And you are none the worse for wear there, Tenny,” she said with some approval.
Tenny. There was a name he hadn’t heard in long, long time. He couldn’t even remember why she’d started calling him that back in elementary school, but the name had stuck, as long as only Michelle used it.
“The Marines will do that.” Brendan stuck his hands in his jean pockets, not knowing what else to do with them.
“Right, right.” Her voice trailed off as she watched a truck drive by. “You know, you never called again.”
“I know.”
“You left me here, and I didn’t even get the first call for two full years.”
“I know.”
“And then you did call me, promised you’d call again soon,” she said, still watching the truck down the street. “But you didn’t.”
He shrugged, suddenly ill at ease. She turned her face to his. “You didn’t even come to the wedding. We missed you.”
“I’m sure,” he grunted, now trying to suppress dangerous feelings hidden a decade ago. The giant engagement ring on Michelle’s finger hinted that her husband did pretty well for himself these days. “How is Grant?”
“Your brother’s doing well.” She absently tucked some stray blonde hairs back behind her ear. “He used to talk about you a lot.”
The gas pump clicked off, giving Brendan a welcome distraction. When he didn’t respond, Michelle continued. “We’ve got two kids now. Blain’s three and Sadie just turned one.”
“Good for you.”
He stood there waiting for his receipt to print, and for this reminder of his past life to move on. Instead, she lingered uncomfortably, probably not willing to admit that things could get so weird between such old friends. A lot had happened in the last ten years. People drifted apart all the time, right?
“So what brings you back?” she asked.
He fished his keys from his pocket. “I felt like reconnecting with my roots after getting out of the Marines.” That had seemed like a good idea at the time, but now after meeting just one old friend, he wasn’t so sure.
“Oh, so you’re out?” she asked. He nodded. “So what are you doing for work now?”
“I’m between jobs, but I got money to fall back on. Didn’t spend much in the Corps.”
“Oh, okay,” she said quietly.
Brendan turned his body slightly towards his driver’s side door, hoping she’d pick up on the hint, but instead she lunged forward and embraced him one more time.
“It’s so good to see you again,” she said.
“Likewise.”
“If you do need a job, just ask Grant. He’ll hire you,” she said as she released him.
“And what does he do now?”
She smiled. “Sells ag products to farms. He’ll be back in town in a few days. He’s off to another convention or something.”
“I’ll be sure to call if I need to.”
“Oh, do you have our phone number?” she asked, already pulling out her phone.
Brendan begrudgingly exchanged numbers with her and not so smoothly extricated himself from the situation by opening his truck door.
“I’ve got to get going, Michelle,” he said. “It’s nice seeing you again.”
She took a few steps backwards with a big Texas-sized grin on her pretty face. “Don’t be a stranger, Tenny.”
As she spun gracefully and walked off, Brendan caught himself admiring toned legs between boots and cut-off shorts. So maybe there were some things he missed about his old town. Even so, conflicting feelings that he hadn’t dealt with in a long time wrestled around inside him.
He climbed up into his truck and started the engine, but the growl from the tailpipes did nothing to distract him from his racing thoughts. Nine years ago he’d left a brother behind who swore Brendan had ruined his life. Not even thirty minutes after returning, Brendan knew that Grant had stolen his.

Chapter 2

Brendan absently stuck the truck in park and killed the engine. Between the sound of the exhaust, and his mother’s general nosiness, he doubted he had much time to himself before his parents realized he was here. He spent those last free moments staring at the tailgate of his father’s truck, wondering why he’d come back.
His mother’s face appeared in the entryway window, probably trying to work out who’d parked a new truck in her driveway. The tinted windows were a necessity for a vehicle in Texas, due to the hot sun, but they also did a pretty good job hiding Brendan’s face from his mother.
The house looked good. His parents had always taken a lot of pride in their residence and rarely let the maintenance slip, even when times got tight. Brendan took a deep breath, grabbed his wallet and keys, and slowly got out of the vehicle.
The walls of the house barely contained his mother’s screams. He smiled as she disappeared from the window and threw the door open. She rushed him, as much as an old lady can rush anyone, and showered him with hugs and kisses. A full foot taller than his mother, Brendan happily bent down to meet her enthusiastic grasp.
“Why didn’t you tell us you were coming home?” she asked, now holding him at arm’s length, smile fading.
“I wanted it to be a surprise.” The words felt hollow even to him.
“Well, let’s get you inside,” she announced as she turned away. “I would’ve made your favorite pies if I’d known.”
“You know, you don’t really need to—”
“And we’ll put on a big spread for your homecoming,” she continued, oblivious to his interruption.
“Okay, but I don’t like—”
“Maybe we can get your brother and Michelle over with the kids. Wouldn’t that be nice, hun?”
Brendan gave up. “Sounds great, Mom.”
As they crossed into the house, she smiled at him before making a beeline for the kitchen, presumably to bake the pies that his brother, Grant, had always liked so much. His mother’s absence left Brendan alone with his dad in the entryway to the small house. The two men sized each other up for a full ten seconds before Darryl Rhodes extended a hand towards his son. Brendan engaged in the cold handshake, surprised that his father’s bone-crushing grip no longer wielded its legendary power.
“You haven’t called in a while, son.”
Tired words from a proud, yet worn-down man.
“I know.”
After few silent seconds, his father turned and wandered into the living room.
“You got my letters, right, Dad?”
A grunt was the only response as his dad plopped down into the same old ratty recliner from Brendan’s youth. The television clicked on at that point, ending the conversation, even when Brendan’s mom appeared with a cheery smile and pound cake.
“Guess I’ll go grab my stuff out of the truck.”
“No, no, hun.” His mom took a seat on the couch and patted the space next to her. “You just got here. Take a load off.”
Brendan relented and sat while his mom cut a piece of cake and slid it onto a plate for him. She asked if he wanted anything to drink, but he shook his head as he chewed his food. It was pretty good, so obviously store-bought.
He watched his mom as she sat anxiously next to him. She made motions like she was about to say something, but always hesitated at the last moment. Just when he thought things couldn’t get more uncomfortable, she asked if he had a girlfriend. The gleam of hope in her eye didn’t make it any easier to tell her the truth.
“No, not yet.”
“You ain’t one of them queers, are you?” his dad grumbled without taking his eyes off the local news.
“No, but even if I was—”
“Darryl! Of course he isn’t,” his mom snapped. “That’s not the way we raised him.” After an awkward silence, she casually added, “There’s a lot of pretty single girls in town, Brendan. I can introduce you to a few if you like. I know all their moms.”
Brendan put his head in his hands and massaged his temples and across his eyebrows. He’d forgotten what it was like out here.
“You doing okay, hun?” his mom asked, putting a hand on his shoulder.
Brendan put his plate on the coffee table and stood up.
“Yeah, just a headache from all that driving today,” he said. “I’m going to go grab my stuff real quick.”
“Well, okay. Just hurry back in.” She cut another piece of cake. “We got a lot to catch up on.”

Chapter 3

Dinner was a grand affair featuring too much food for too few people. Brendan wondered if his mother hadn’t bothered asking anyone over, or if she had made the calls and no one cared to show up. Either way, she’d never admit to either one, so he just chewed his green beans and sliced off another piece of ham. The woman couldn’t bake to save her life, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t cook up a storm in a hurry.
As the three of them quietly plowed through mountains of food, Brendan realized that this wasn’t even weird. Most of the family dinners during his formative years had passed in this laconic manner. Nothing short of an upcoming high school playoff game could distract his dad from shoveling away his dinner, and his mom was too shallow to engage in any conversation that might’ve actually mattered. So instead, they would sit in silence, enjoying each other’s physical presence, but not much else.
Unfortunately, the scene didn’t suit Brendan anymore. Chow was a time to talk and to discuss, to joke and to bullshit. With that in mind, he strode into dangerous waters right off the bat.
“How’s Taryn doing?” he asked before forking a piece of ham into his mouth. His sister was five years older than him, and he hadn’t really seen much of her in the years before he’d skipped town, never mind the last decade.
His mom pensively looked to his father, who glared at him with his fork frozen halfway to his mouth. The seconds ticked by and his mom started fidgeting with her food, pushing it around her plate and avoiding Brendan’s questioning gaze. His dad broke eye contact and resumed eating as if nothing had transpired. Well, technically nothing had transpired, and that was really the problem. Brendan watched his mother until she finally looked up with a feeble smile.
“Taryn moved out a few years ago,” she said.
“Karen—”
“She moved in with her boyfriend,” she said, ignoring her husband. She was visibly unhappy with this living situation, and Brendan knew why. His parents liked to believe that everyone should stick to what they called traditional values: No beer before twenty-one and no sex before marriage. They drilled that mantra into Brendan’s head all through high school, but it hadn’t really helped. He could’ve probably avoided a lot of trouble if he’d heeded their sage advice.
“So who’s he? Anyone I know?”
“His name is Serge,” his mother replied evenly.
“Damn WOP,” his dad grunted.
Brendan smiled at his dad’s racism, and not in an approving way.
“So he’s what? Eastern European or something?”
“Something like that,” his mom said, a little unsure. She’d have a difficult time pointing out Europe on a map, so the eastern side was probably beyond the scope of her radar. “We don’t see her much.”
After high school, Taryn had developed a habit of sneaking out and shacking up with a couple of different guys after any number of drag-out fights with their parents. Brendan could only assume a huge, cataclysmic bust-up had driven her off into the arms of Serge, whoever the hell he was. Must’ve been a pretty good fight if she’d stayed gone for years, although maybe she’d just grown up and gotten sick of living under the burden of their parents’ narrow view on life.
“The Shallow Creek pie-eating contest is coming up fast,” his mother declared cheerily out of the blue. Did he have the heart to tell her he didn’t even like— “You should definitely enter, Brendan.”
Before he could say anything, his mother disappeared into the kitchen. His dad looked up from his empty plate with fire in his eyes. “Don’t bring up your sister in this house again.”
Brendan stared his dad down, but relented. This was his father’s house, not his. “Yes, sir.”
His dad probed his face for any hint of sarcasm or deceit, but finding none, snorted gruffly. Brendan’s mom flew into the dining room a moment later, wielding a large knife and a freshly baked pie. She squeezed it into the small amount of real estate left on the table and started cutting without another word. Brendan tried not to wince as her knife revealed syrupy piles of cherries inside the pie shell. There was only one thing he hated more than pie, and those little red bastards were it. Of course, Grant loved them, so this shouldn’t have been a surprising revelation.
His mother switched out his dinner plate with the one covered in everything he hated in the world of cuisine. When he hadn’t taken a single bite by the time she returned from stacking all the dirty plates in the kitchen, she reprimanded him playfully. “Come on, hun. You’ll need the practice if you’re going to win that contest again.”
It took every ounce of his being to smile and not point out that she’d once again confused him with his older brother, but even then, he couldn’t remember Grant winning the whole thing. His brother wasn’t exactly his favorite person in the world, so it wasn’t hard to believe he’d forgotten such an illustrious achievement as winning the Shallow Creek Pie-Eating Contest. Hopefully he wouldn’t have a chance to run into Grant and ask him.
The spoon moved painfully slowly, scooping up the red goop that he knew would taste like crap. He fought to keep the mild smile on his face to appease his mother’s blatant anticipation of the flurry of compliments sure to fly her way. Brendan noticed a smirk on his dad’s face.
Years of military food had suppressed Brendan’s gag reflex to a certain point, but apparently it hadn’t quite killed the natural response to inedible objects. As he chewed the pie and its sugary filling, he resisted the urge to spit it all right back onto the plate.
“Good, right?” his mother asked, grinning like a fox in a hen house.
Mouth still struggling to purge the cherries, Brendan smiled big and swallowed the lot of it whole. As bad as that was, he realized he had about twelve more shovels worth of the stuff to force down before he could escape this hellish dinner. His mother’s demeanor took on a whole new look with this validation from her son. She smiled a lot and caught him up on years’ worth of gossip he couldn’t have cared less about, but he played the role of the good son. Slowly, but surely, he worked his way through the enormous piece of pie, and then chugged a glass of water upon completion.
Instinctively, his mom started cutting another piece.
“No, Mom,” he blurted out. When she turned to him with a mixture of surprise and disappointment, he added, “I’d hate to eat it all now when we can save some for later.”
His dad smiled, but not kindly. His mother insisted she could make more, but Brendan refused politely on the grounds that he would burst open if he consumed another bite. She nodded reluctantly and started cleaning up. Brendan’s dad stood and sauntered back towards the general direction of the television, so Brendan went to help his mom.
“Hun, get out of my kitchen,” she said when he tried to assist her.
“Just trying to help.”
“Well, I’ve done this long enough that I don’t need any help.” She swatted him on the backside with a small towel. “Now, get!”

Chapter 4

The ceiling fan whipped around in a blur, creating an ethereal whirlwind in the little illumination granted by starlight coming through the blinds. As a kid, the fans provided the only relief from the Texas heat. In his absence, Brendan’s parents had finally upgraded to central air conditioning, a luxury never considered within the realm of possibility ten years ago. The A/C wouldn’t run hard in late October, but in this part of the country the temperatures could stay uncomfortable all the way through Thanksgiving.
And uncomfortable accurately described the surprise reunion with his parents.
Now Brendan lay in his brother’s old room, staring at a ceiling fan, still seething towards his dad’s taciturn reaction to seeing his youngest son for the first time in nine years. Shit, he’d forgotten how much civilian life could piss him off so quickly. At every turn there was some stupid little thing ready to pounce and send his blood pressure through the damn roof. If his dad’s pissy behavior wasn’t enough, when Brendan had suggested taking his stuff to his old room, his mother had hesitated before revealing she’d cleared it out for her antiques.
What the hell? It’s not like he’d died. They probably emptied his room before the stink of his old gym clothes had even dissipated. To make matters worse, the only other free bed in the house was Grant’s old one.
Brendan shot up and sat on the edge of the bed, staring back at the sheets on the mattress. Grant had probably screwed Michelle on this bed more than once.
Great.
Brendan ripped the top sheet off the bed and padded down the stairs and through the living room to the old couch he’d crashed out on many times in high school after watching TV into the wee hours of the morning. As his eyelids drooped, threatening sleep, a final thought tried to needle him: Grant probably banged Michelle on the couch, too.
Whatever. This was his couch.
But try as he might, he couldn’t drift off peacefully. After rolling around unsuccessfully to find a comfortable position on the lumpy sofa, he sat up and rested his chin on his hands. There wasn’t really much to see in the light of day, so in the dark of night the living room looked stark. A couch, a recliner, an extra chair, a TV, and a couple of small tables. Not much, but he supposed there didn’t need to be anything else. He’d always liked his parents’ house, and other people’s homes looked cluttered with shit by comparison. His dad’s stubborn interior design preferences probably kept the decorating minimal, and despite all the problems he had with his father, Brendan could definitely agree on that point. Walls didn’t need to be covered in pictures and paintings; they just had to hold the roof up.
Since sleep wasn’t on the immediate horizon, Brendan reached over and clicked on the lamp sitting on the end table. As he drew his hand back, his eyes caught sight of a framed picture he hadn’t seen in years. He picked it up and tried to remember ever seeing this one framed. Maybe after all that happened in high school, his parents didn’t really have many pictures of their two sons together.
This one featured a third youth with him and Grant: Marcus Armstead. Six months older than Brendan and two years younger than Grant, the likeable kid had befriended both of the Rhodes brothers. In this picture, they each wore Coyote football uniforms and held their helmets at their sides. Brendan smiled. Man, had they really been that scrawny?
But then the smile faded. This picture must’ve been taken at the start of his freshman year, when his brother was going into his senior season. He carefully put the picture back on the table, facedown.
Despite the futility in searching for sleep, Brendan reached over and turned off the light before lying back down on the couch. His breathing slowed down as he forced himself to relax. He’d slept in harsher conditions before, but all this family stuff really messed with his head. Instead of getting more pissed off, he tried to focus on something else.
Marcus probably still lived in town. Brendan hadn’t really tried to keep in contact with the guy, which was kind of chicken-shit after all Marcus had done while they went to school together. Hell, Marcus had been more of a brother to him than Grant ever was.
He’d call Marcus in the morning. Tomorrow was Monday and the guy would probably be at work, doing whatever he did for work, but Brendan would figure out how to find him. Shallow Creek wasn’t a big place, so it shouldn’t prove too tough. Plus, it would give him a reason to get out of the house.
Hell, he’d sign up to clean those famously nasty toilets at the high school gym if it meant he could get out and avoid another piece of that cherry pie. His stomach growled at the thought as he finally faded to sleep.

Chapter 5

Rudy Johnstone Park. The local hero had lived philanthropically enough to get a park named after him, but that was about it. Few people in Shallow Creek could probably tell why the guy was important, despite the small bronze placards all over the park explaining just that.
The place looking pretty much as Brendan remembered it: a few baseball fields, a couple of play-areas, and a four-hundred-meter running track. Nothing to write home about, but functional enough. From Brendan’s perch on a metal bench next to the track, he could see someone had redone its surface fairly recently. It would be nice to train on a relatively spongy surface, as opposed to the concrete his knees typically protested against.
By this time in the morning, the sun had started to creep slowly across a cloudless sky, keeping the temperature perfect for a run. Brendan had risen an hour before the sun, though. His mom had almost screamed in surprise to find him in kitchen at six in the morning, cooking up some eggs and bacon in her favorite skillet. She’d bustled him out of the way, gently telling him he was doing it wrong, but she’d seemed happy enough. His dad had appeared shortly thereafter, passing comment on how Brendan used to never get up before noon as a kid.
A lot had changed since then.
After breakfast he’d looked in his phone and found a number for Marcus Armstead. Apparently he’d had some selective blindness over the years, always glancing past that entry in his meager phonebook. With nothing to lose, he’d called the number and caught his old friend on the way out the door, heading for a run at the park. After the immediate invite was passed along, Brendan had raced through his stuff searching for running shoes and some shorts. Shortly after, he was here sitting on the bench, waiting for Marcus.
Brendan liked to be early for things. He preferred to sit and observe and to gather any extra intel he could before a scheduled event. Typically he didn’t care if other people were late; that was the status quo these days. But in this case, Marcus had invited him out here, saying he was already on the way.
So where was he?
While he sat and soaked in the sights, two thirty-something women arrived and took to the track at a pretty slow pace. Normally Brendan would judge people who ran so slowly, but from the looks of things, the relaxed pace was doing wonders for these ladies. He smiled and nodded to the pair as they passed him, and they returned the favor, albeit a bit hesitantly. A lone guy sitting on a bench watching the park probably didn’t look so innocent.
Damn it, where was Marcus?
“Hey, Brendan!”
Brendan turned to find Marcus jogging up on him from behind.
“You could’ve told me you were running here, man,” Brendan said as he approached to shake his friend’s hand.
Marcus took his hand, but quickly turned it into a brief brotherly hug.
“Wife’s car wouldn’t start, and she had to get to the store real quick, so she borrowed my truck.”
The two men walked onto the track before upping the speed to a fast jog.
“Wife, huh?” Brendan asked, spotting the pair of ladies rounding the next curve of the track.
“Yeah.”
“When did that happen?”
“When I got her pregnant,” Marcus replied with a big smile.
Brendan processed this while his legs passed through the initial stages of loosening up. Shortly they’d settle into a zone where the effort to propel himself at this pace was almost none.
“Was that recently?”
“Nah. My boy, Jeremiah, is five now.”
“Awesome.” They swiftly bypassed the only other two occupants of the track. It was cool that such old buds could get back together and chat without things being all weird. “Do I know the lucky lady?”
“Maybe,” Marcus said easily, not showing the worse for wear considering he’d already run some distance to get to the park. “You remember Trudy Reid? Kind of petite, dark hair.”
“Yeah, I do. She was a looker in high school.”
“Still is, thankfully. Could be worse.”
“But could be better?” The question even took him by surprise. He hadn’t had a conversation like this in years. Normally talking to anyone about personal crap was awkward and uncomfortable.
“Eh, you know how it goes,” Marcus said. After a pause, he added, “Getting pregnant wasn’t exactly part of the plan for either of us, but we got a great kid out of it, so we’ll be fine.”
“Sure, sure.”
Their strides had subconsciously synchronized, Brendan noticed as they ran on in silence. The rhythm of his breathing melded with that of his feet to create a mind-clearing atmosphere in his head.
“Did you end up going to college?” Brendan asked.
“Nah, man. I tore up my ACL on a training day and the scouts never looked my way again.”
“Oh, that sucks. I figured you’d make it as a wide-out.”
“I did, too, but that’s not what life had for me,” Marcus said, sounding very confident in the explanation. “When I got my legs back under me, I signed up with the Army. Did my four years and got out.”
By the way Marcus glanced expectantly over at him, Brendan knew his friend had heard he’d served in the Marines. The guy was probably waiting for some derogatory comments about how Army pukes Ain’t Ready to be Marines Yet, or some equally immature insult. Brendan hated disappointing people.
“I guess that’s all you could be.”
Marcus shot him a sideways glance before cracking up.
“How can you tell when a leatherneck had alphabet soup for dinner?” Marcus asked.
Brendan rolled his eyes. “Because his lips are still moving.”
The jokes went back and forth, keeping to the lighter side of the potential insults. When they ran out of ammo, they continued on in silence, passing the two ladies on the track a few more times.
“What did you do in the Army?” Brendan asked Marcus as they cruised past the starting line for the umpteenth time.
“2nd Battalion, 14th Infantry Regiment,” Marcus replied proudly. “That’s ‘light infantry’ to you bullet-catchers,” he added. “What about you?”
“Force Reconnaissance Company, 1st Reconnaissance Battalion.”
“Force Recon? That’s some heavy shit, man,” Marcus said. “Heard you boys did a lot of good out in Sandland.”
“Everyone does their part.”
“Yeah, sure, but some do more than others.”
“What do you do for work now?” Brendan asked, changing the subject.
“I’m a deputy sheriff.”
“Dale Troy still the sheriff around here?”
“You know it.” Apparently Marcus didn’t think too highly of his boss. “You looking for work?”
“Nah, I’m good for now. Thanks, though.”
“We got an opening.”
The way Marcus said the words implied the previous holder of that position didn’t leave voluntarily.
“Someone die?”
“Yeah, some methed-out losers shot old Charlie Davies when he found the trailer they were cooking in. We got one of them since he used a gun with his name engraved along the barrel. Those guys ain’t usually bright. He was a stubborn ass, though. Didn’t give up anyone else, and I know for damn sure he wasn’t working alone. Not an idiot like that.”
“Lot of drug problems around here now?” Brendan asked.
“Yeah, but mostly that’s the DEA’s problem. We’re not supposed to intervene.”
Brendan suddenly increased the pace and Marcus kept up, so Brendan pushed harder again, testing his friend. Marcus pulled ahead on the curve, so Brendan pumped his legs as hard as humanly possible, barely keeping up now. They tore down the straight, blowing right past to the two women who’d stopped to stretch. Brendan didn’t even have time for much more than a passing glance at their butts as they flew by.
The finish line loomed ahead, but Brendan couldn’t even bribe his legs to go any faster as his friend stayed a few steps ahead. The line shot under his feet and the two men slowed to a casual jog.
“Uncle Sam’s Misguided Children just can’t keep up, huh?” Marcus joked, sweat pouring down his face.
“Yeah, yeah,” Brendan muttered, putting his hands on his knees. “Guess I owe you a beer.”
“Sounds good, man.” Marcus peeked at his watch. “Oh crap, I’m going to be late for my shift.” He edged onto the grass and called back, “Call me about that drink, bro. It’s good to have you back.”
Brendan nodded and waved his friend off. He turned back to the track and found himself all alone. He’d only taken a few strides before someone zipped up behind him.
“Mind if I join you?”
He couldn’t know if his expression betrayed the homicidal self-defense instincts battling for use, but the pretty lady’s smile didn’t falter, so he guessed not. He recognized her as one of the pair that had shared the track with them before.
“Sure. What happened to your friend?”
The lady used her head to motion back towards the parking lot. “Sarah had to get going, but I felt like going for one more lap.”
“Cool.”
After a few more strides, she piped up again. “I’m Casey, by the way.”
“Brendan.”
“Nice to meet you, Brendan.” She had a nice, genuine smile. She’d pulled her strawberry blonde hair back in a tight ponytail, and it bobbed rhythmically with her steady gait. Brendan gave her another quick once-over and guessed that this tall, athletic woman was not the reason for the pair’s slow pace earlier.
“You don’t sound like you’re from around here.”
“I’m not,” she said. “Indianapolis.”
“Long way from home.”
“Yeah, and I’ve only been here a few weeks,” Casey said. “I haven’t really met many people yet, so I figured I’d come say hello to you.”
“Don’t worry, it won’t take you long to meet every person in this town.”
She laughed a little, not even remotely out of breath from her run with her friend. “It’s a really nice place,” she said, eying Brendan. “I could get used to it here.”
He let that one slide and continued on as they rounded the corner nearest to the parking lot. They slowed down together, but Brendan assumed Casey would’ve followed him for another lap or two if he’d wanted. He would’ve been lying if he said he wasn’t at least tempted. Her gym shorts didn’t leave much of her legs up to the imagination, and his certainly didn’t need much assistance.
They exchanged meaningless small talk on the way to her truck. At least she had that part right. No self-respecting resident of Shallow Creek drove anything other than a pickup truck. Well, maybe some owned a Trans Am as a weekend car. No one would judge that choice inappropriate.
“This is me,” Casey announced as she opened her door. “It was nice meeting you.”
“You, too.”
Awkward smiles in an awkward silence lasted for a couple of seconds before Brendan broke it off. “Have a good day.”
“You, too.” She climbed into her truck, allowing him one last glance before she shut the door.
Brendan gave a slight wave as she drove off. As Casey disappeared down the street, he guessed it was about time he hit the road, too. Then he remembered that he’d just been beaten in a race by a guy who got out of the Army five years ago. With no more than a sigh, Brendan turned and jogged back onto the track.

Chapter 6

The creaking ceiling fan provided Brendan’s only company again that night. Despite how gross he considered the idea of sleeping in his brother’s bed, he figured that all those dingy motel rooms he’d had to stay in over the years were probably way worse. His mom had probably bleached the sheets a thousand times, so he had nothing to worry about. Right?
He rolled over and stared at the wall. Not surprisingly, the sheetrock had no words of wisdom to bestow. Brendan took a few more deep breaths before giving up and dragging his pillow and sheets back down to the living room, where his couch awaited him as always.
Settling into his new bed highlighted a few pain points in his legs, reminding him of his run with Marcus earlier in the day. He made a promise to himself that by the time he left, he’d beat Marcus in a sprint. Goals were important, otherwise he’d drive himself nuts with the monotony of civilian life.
He’d spent a boring day bumming around the house, reading a book, doing some yard work, and then working out. Sure, that kind of lifestyle suited some people, but Brendan needed more action. He’d probably never again have a use for his more interesting skills, but after so many years of hurry-up-and-wait, he was tired of just waiting. There had to be a hurry-up portion to offset all the boredom of idleness.
Glass smashed nearby, far too close to be outside. Brendan leapt from the bed, shedding the sheets tangled in his legs. His hand automatically grabbed the poker from the fireplace as he slunk through the dark living room towards the front door. An arm protruded through the broken stained glass to the right of the door, its hand probing for the deadbolt release.
Two swats from the iron poker sent someone screaming into the night. Brendan reached for the handle, a murderous rage ready to explode on this idiotic would-be burglar. His hand stopped when glass shattered in the back of the house.
Keeping to the shadows, Brendan caught movement ahead in the hallway crossing in front of him, towards the backdoor. The lights flared to life, revealing an old lady in curlers pointing a shotgun at him. Instinct drove him to ground as the gun boomed loudly in the enclosed space. Brendan rolled right and looked up to see his dad pointing his mom’s barrel to the ceiling. His mother just stared at him, wide-eyed and shocked.
Ears ringing and humming wildly, Brendan nodded to his dad and then ran past his parents to the backdoor. The large glass pane occupying the top half of the door had been smashed in, but no one stood on the other side.
“Shotgun scared those junkies off,” his dad said, standing right behind him. The voice sounded like they were all standing underwater. Brendan tried to shake the sensation out of his head. His blood was still boiling, but he had to keep his cool. His father’s voice must’ve knocked his mom out of her trance.
“I’m so sorry,” his mother exclaimed, embracing him ardently. “I forgot you were here.”
“No problem.” He gently shrugged her off.
He exited through the backdoor and surveyed the empty yard. A dog barked a couple of houses down to his left, and his first instincts drove him to chase the sounds, but instead he reentered the house and headed back to his couch. It wasn’t worth chasing delinquents into the night for some vigilante justice. At this point he’d have a hard time keeping out of trouble with the cops if he roughed up some punks on the other side of the neighborhood.
With his heart still pulsing like a nineties’ techno beat, Brendan sat on the couch and turned on the lamp to see what damage his mother’s ill-advised shot had caused. Thankfully for everyone in the house, his dad’s TV still stood strong. The scatter from the shot had perforated the sheetrock in a jagged circle, but had missed the most precious appliance in the whole place. Life would go on. His parents were still standing in the doorway whispering to each other, and Brendan really didn’t want an invitation into that conversation, so he avoided eye contact and tried to put his bedding back together. On cue, his mother joined him on the couch.
“Are you sure you’re okay, honey?”
“Yes, I’m fine.”
“Can I get you something?”
His father clomped into the room. “You can get him a brush and pan to sweep up the mess those meth addicts left.”
“Marcus mentioned the meth problem,” he said. “I didn’t realize it was this bad.”
“Damn junkies break into houses all the time to steal crap they can pawn for cash.”
“All the time, huh?”
“Oh yes,” his mother replied. “The police even think there’s a large factory nearby, or laboratory, or whatever they call those places. But they haven’t found it.”
“Probably those damn Mexicans again,” his father added as he claimed his rightful place on his cracked leather throne. Apparently the old man wasn’t kidding about Brendan cleaning up the broken glass. “I figured they’d move on after they got their Spanish-speaking asses shot up out in the woods.”
Not caring to listen to the diatribe that was fixing to start, Brendan sought a distraction.
“Mom, why don’t you call the sheriff while I take care of the glass?”
She nodded vigorously.
“Okay, that sounds good,” she said as they walked towards the back of the house. “It’s so nice to have you back in town, Brendan.”
Brendan looked down at his mom and returned the smile. When his dad clicked the TV on, Brendan resigned himself to a sleepless night in his brother’s bed, after he cleaned up the broken glass.
He retrieved a dustpan and brush and took to his new task, hoping it would lower his heart rate enough that sleep wasn’t completely out of the question. As he swept the bits of glass into the pan, he wondered if he’d brought this on himself when he complained of boredom. He yawned long and hard. Hopefully next time, the excitement would come during the day, after a solid night’s rest.

Chapter 7

Early morning sun streamed through the partially opened blinds in the kitchen. Brendan’s mom stood by the stove, frying a couple of sausages in a pan. She turned as Brendan walked to the fridge for a glass of water.
“Did you sleep well after all that excitement last night?” she asked cheerily.
“It was okay,” Brendan lied. When the morning had finally come, he’d expected to find two holes in the ceiling where his eyes had drilled into the drywall.
“I thought I’d be up all night, but I fell right asleep when I lay down.” She poked at the sizzling sausages with a spatula. “Your father might be a bit grumpy, though, so watch out.”
Brendan took a gulp of water before putting the glass down on the island counter.
“Oh yeah? He stay up late watching TV?” His dad had kept the volume low enough that Brendan couldn’t use that as an excuse for his own insomnia.
“I couldn’t even tell you when he came to bed.” His mom slid the pair of juicy sausages onto a plate with some scrambled eggs. “I was dead to the world.”
When Brendan made a move for the plate, his mother swiftly pulled it off the counter and wandered back to the bedroom, presumably where his dad was waiting for his breakfast. He made himself a plate with some of the leftover eggs and a piece of bread that he didn’t even feel like toasting. The glorious scent of cooked sausages still hung in the air. Brendan had half a mind to go eat his eggs outside to avoid it, but instead he just stood at the island and inhaled his breakfast.
His mother returned as he rinsed his empty plate into the sink.
“Your father loves those sausages,” she said, carefully plucking the wet plate from his hands.
“Yeah, I’m sure they’re good.”
Ignoring his sarcasm, she added, “I don’t buy them but once a week, just to keep his cholesterol in check. He’s on medication, you know.”
“I didn’t know that. Is everything okay?”
“Oh, the doc says he’ll be fine, but he really needs to cut down on the fried foods.”
Considering the food usually served in this house, Brendan wondered if he needed to start making the funeral arrangements, or if Taryn or Grant would handle it. Thinking of his older siblings brought up a question he had for his mom, one that needed to be asked out of his father’s earshot.
“Where does Taryn live now?”
His mother paused in the process of cleaning his plate.
“Why would you want to know that?” she asked, putting the immaculate plate on a drying rack.
“I haven’t seen her years. I figure it’s about time I checked up on my sister, see how’s she’s doing.”
His mom turned to face him. “I know I probably shouldn’t, because I don’t see what good can come of this, but she is family and she’d probably love to see you.” She shot her bedroom door one more glance before continuing. “She always had a special place for you, especially after all that came between you and your brother.”
That was news to Brendan. His older sister had hardly been around at all while he was in high school. Having a family member who didn’t hate his guts at the time would’ve been nice.
“So where can I find her?”
“Don’t tell your father I told you this.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
His mom then wordlessly jotted down a small map with a house number on it. Brendan thanked her, but said he could’ve just looked it up on his phone if she’d told him the address.
“It’s more, uh, temporary living structures, more than anything,” she said awkwardly. “I’m not sure Google would be able to find it.”
“You mean it’s a trailer park?”
“Something like that, yes,” she said quietly. “Anyway, if that’s what you’re doing, you best be off before your father comes out here.”
He made for the door, grabbing his keys off the old dresser standing guard in the entryway. Seeing the busted-out window reminded him that he should probably go get some glass on the way back from his sister’s place. He was sure his old man had a glass cutting tool, so he could probably just get some surplus stock, at least as a temporary fix.
Once in his truck, Brendan reviewed his mom’s map, and then pulled the address up in the GPS app on his phone. Against all hope, the device pinpointed the location just off a side street on the outskirts of town. Armed with this information, he pulled out and headed into the seedier part of Shallow Creek.

Chapter 8

The town itself would be considered a small town in Texas, but that didn’t stop the sprawl that usually accompanied cheap land prices. Brendan cruised down the main street for some time before finding the narrow gravel road he needed. After bumping his truck down a ways, he found the unmarked trailer park assembled on his right.
As he drifted slowly down what could loosely be defined as a street, Brendan wondered how on Earth a place like this warranted a street name, never mind the house numbers to go along with it. Glancing at a numbered signpost in disbelief, Brendan stopped his truck in front of a dirty single wide mobile home.
An A/C unit hung precariously out of one window. Streaks of rusty brown ran down from improvised gutters running the length of the trailer. A couple of good-sized dents hinted that someone had taken a baseball bat to the siding.
And this was where Taryn had found a better life for herself.
Reluctantly he killed the engine and got out. His heart shifted up into his throat as he approached the door gracing the center of the home. He didn’t really know what to expect, or even what to say, but he didn’t have much time to plan before the door swung open. He hadn’t even knocked yet.
“What do you want?” growled a huge man with a shaved head. His accent was definitely Eastern European, but Brendan had a hard time discriminating between the different flavors.
“I’m Taryn’s brother.”
“There’s no Taryn here.” The man stepped back and started to close the flimsy door. Brendan shot up the two concrete steps and pushed against the door.
“Wait—” he started before the door flew open and meaty hands grabbed the front of his shirt.
Anger smoothly took control.
Brendan brought his arms up hard under his attacker’s. With the grip loosened, Brendan brought an elbow down into the bridge of the man’s nose. The satisfying pop didn’t distract Brendan as he hoisted the man around by one arm and spun him gracefully down the steps and onto his ass.
Brendan descended the steps in a single bound, punched his assailant in the face for good measure, and then ripped him up by the shirt, slamming his back into the side of the trailer.
“Where’s my sister, you little shit?”
The bigger man snarled, but did nothing more than stare back defiantly.
Brendan brought a knee up to the man’s gut and clocked him in the side of the head before rushing up into the trailer. He could hear the man roar behind him, but he didn’t care. Something wasn’t right here, and he needed to find his sister.
A noise to his left grabbed his attention. He darted through a cramped bathroom and found himself in a stark bedroom. On a mussed bed lay an incredibly attractive woman wearing nothing more than panties and a thin white tank-top. Brendan averted his eyes the instant he recognized his sister.
With a cloudy voice, she asked who he was. She seemed only vaguely worried that a strange guy had just burst into her bedroom.
“I’m Brendan,” he said, still staring at the floor. “Your brother.”
She shrieked joyfully as she flew from the bed and wrapped her arms around his neck. Not knowing what to do, he carefully pushed her hips back from his own and looked into her vacant, sunken eyes. These were not the eyes of someone so young. She’d lived some hard years. When she smiled, her yellow teeth looked rotten, and Brendan caught a whiff of something atrocious from her body.
Powerful arms wrapped around his chest from behind and plunged him backwards through the bathroom and into the living area. Brendan couldn’t regain his balance and his foe launched him backwards into a recliner, which flipped over with the impact, allowing Brendan to crack his head against the wall.
Before he could recover, the man lifted him up and slammed him against the wall. In the background, his sister’s screams arrested both men’s attention.
“Serge! Let him go!” she cried, pounding on the man’s back. “He’s my brother!”
Serge’s glare bored into Brendan’s eyes, and he didn’t dare blink.
“If I let you go, will you fight?”
Suppressing the burning desire to break this man’s face even more than he already had, Brendan shook his head. Serge slowly released him and backed away as Taryn lunged forward to embrace Brendan again. Without listening to whatever it was she was saying, Brendan eased her aside and stormed up to Serge.
“What the hell is wrong with her? What did you give her?” he demanded, pointing back at his confused sister.
“That’s not your business,” Serge said.
Now Taryn cautiously walked around next to Serge and clung to his giant tattooed arm.
“What do you mean, ‘What the hell is wrong with me?’” Anger creeped into her voice. “Just what the hell does that mean?”
“What is it? Coke? Meth?”
Brendan saw the slap unfurling both in his sister’s mind and then in her arm, but he made no move to stop the clumsy effort. She connected forcefully with his cheek before spitting on his shoes.
“Get the hell out of here and don’t come back.” She pointed to the open door. “If I want to see my judgmental family, I’ll just go to Mom and Dad’s.”
“But—”
“But nothing,” Serge interrupted, easing Taryn away gently and leaving an open path to the door. “I suggest you leave now.”
Confused and bitter, Brendan saw no other option. He couldn’t even meet his sister’s disdainful glare as he skulked away with his tail between his legs.

Chapter 9

“Hey, Brendan. Long time no see, man.”
Brendan looked up from the cup of coffee in front of him. Taylor Hunziker recoiled slightly at the sight of him.
“Uh, you don’t look so good,” Taylor said.
“I’m okay.” Brendan poked at one of the bruises on his face. “Go get your drink.”
Taylor hesitated, furrowed his brow a bit, and then proceeded to the Starbucks counter. The damn coffee chain was everywhere now, but Brendan had a bigger concern. Taylor didn’t look like the pothead he’d once been in high school, so it wasn’t likely he was still smoking. This guy was the only lead Brendan had found when he’d scoured his phonebook after his run-in with Serge earlier. The bungled break-in at his folks’ had rattled his sense of purpose slightly, but seeing his sister all screwed up on something had jolted him straight into top gear. It was time to sort this town out.
Taylor returned to the table with an iced drink of some description.
“I was kind of surprised to hear from you, man,” he said.
“Just looking up old friends since I’m back in town.”
Taylor squinted a little and scrunched his nose up like he’d just stumbled upon a three-day-old corpse in the Afghan heat.
“Yeah, about that,” he said. “I don’t remember being that close. Especially after the, uh, accident.”
The urge to lash out violently took a few moments to wrangle into submission. Why did everyone feel the need to bring up the fucking accident? The day that time had stood still in this shithole town.
The reason he had left in the first place.
“That was a long time ago.”
“Right, but don’t say I didn’t warn you. Some folk ‘round here have got a long memory.”
“That’s their problem, not mine,” Brendan growled, feeling dangerous urges. He had to get a grip; he had bigger problems to deal with. Taylor didn’t have anything to say to that, so Brendan switched gears.
“So you’re looking very clean-cut now,” he said, hoping the disappointment showed in his voice. “You quit using after high school?”
Genuine shock lit up on the guy’s face.
“You mean smoking? Shoot. I haven’t smoked since I met Lisa.” There wasn’t even a hint of paranoia or deception. It looked like this was a dead end.
“Good for you.”
Taylor smiled, but not very wholesomely.
“You looking to score some weed, bro?” he whispered, leaning across the small table. “I still know some people.”
Brendan pulled in close. “I’m looking for something a little stronger, if you know what I mean,” he said quietly. “Tony still around?”
Back in high school, Tony Maldini ran the drug trade for anything heavier than cigarettes, booze, or pot. Of course, back then he was moving mostly small amounts of acid and X. Brendan hadn’t partaken.
“Shit, uh, Tony’s in jail, man. Not sure how long, but it’s years.”
“What about his sidekick? What was that guy’s name?” Brendan asked, rubbing the fresh, tender lump on the back of his head.
“Rob Parsons? He’s dead, man.”
“Ah.”
Taylor shifted back in his chair, probably a little uncomfortable with the recent turn in the conversation. “Look, I don’t know what you’re into now, but I’m definitely out of all that.”
“I was just—”
“Yeah, I get it,” Taylor spat suddenly. “After all that happened, now you’re a junkie and you need a fix, so you figured you’d head back to Shallow Creek, where the meth flows like a freaking river. Is that it?”
Before Brendan could argue, Taylor shot up and leaned over towards him. “This town has enough problems without the likes of you.”
And he was off. Taylor threw the door open and hurtled towards his car. Brendan waited for him to clear the parking lot before exiting himself, kneading his throbbing head all the way to the door. In the reflection in the glass, he caught more than one pair of eyes watching him closely as he left. Apparently his undercover skills could use some work. His subtle snooping had failed miserably, and with the way people gossiped in Shallow Creek, half the town would know he’s a hardcore drug user by dinner time.
If a damaged reputation was the only injury he picked up on this mission, he’d be lucky. The image of his sister’s spaced-out face filled his head. It would all be worth it if he could do anything to help her out. No way could he walk away after what he went through in her trailer.
He walked across the parking lot and got into his truck, feeling a little stupid for running off his only lead so quickly. In fairness, this wasn’t exactly his strength. The Marines had taught him how to execute a more upfront style of investigation. Maybe he needed to stick to his guns, instead of politely asking ex-druggies lame questions.
First, though, he needed a damn bag of ice.

Chapter 10

The glass pulsed against Brendan’s hand as his dad gently tapped the framing nails back into the window trim. Not the kind of man who calls in a professional, Darryl Rhodes had decided that he and his son could easily fix all the damage done by the thugs, and mom’s shotgun, the previous night. Like most household D.I.Y. jobs, this one wasn’t difficult; it just took time. And time was something Brendan felt slipping away.
His investigation had stalled, and despite having no real deadline at all, his lack of progress irked him to no end. How difficult could it be to find a drug lord in a small town like Shallow Creek?
With one last thump, his dad inspected their handiwork intently, and then departed from the front door without so much as a nod. Brendan hadn’t expected a fanfare or anything for his assistance, but a simple gesture of appreciation would’ve been nice. Darryl Rhodes had never possessed a warm personality, but his frigid behavior towards Brendan left the young man at a loss.
He wandered into the kitchen and washed his hands in the sink. His mother rolled past behind him in a flurry of culinary prowess as she gracefully slid an unbaked pie into the open oven. Over his shoulder he saw her effortlessly flip the door shut and then she was off to her next domestic conquest. A smile creased his lips as he grabbed a glass of water and sat down at the kitchen table.
“You’ve had a rough day, son.” His dad appeared from the other end of the kitchen. “Why don’t you take a load off?”
The man paid no heed to Brendan’s glare as he reached into the fridge to grab a beer. Without another word, his father walked by and planted his ass back in the recliner facing the TV. Brendan had put up with some shit from his dad before, but never had the old man got his blood up like this. His fingers ached, and a quick glance showed white knuckles choking the life out of the thick glass in his hand. Delving down somewhere deep, Brendan sought out some calm place where his jackass of a father couldn’t reach him.
“Hun, can you help me sweep the kitchen?”
His mother was holding a broom towards him when he opened his eyes. Sweeping didn’t sound like a bad idea. Menial labor always had a calming effect.
“Sure, Mom.”
The kitchen didn’t take long, so Brendan passed through the front and back entrances to the house, picking up all the crud from the window repairs. Finished with that task, he took up a position at the kitchen sink to help his mom out with the dishes.
“Oh, you don’t have to do those, honey,” his mom said, directing him out of the kitchen.
“Yeah, honey, get your hands out of the damn sink and get a job,” his father said as he materialized, reaching into the fridge for another beer.
“I don’t need one.”
“Oh really?” His dad set the beer on the counter just a bit too hard. “So you’re just going to bum off your parents, after ignoring them for years?”
Brendan met his dad’s icy stare. “I sent you letters—”
“Were the damn phones broken on base, wherever the hell that was?”
His father stepped around the counter and took a couple of steps toward Brendan. His mother stepped between them as that all too familiar tension built in the muscles across Brendan’s shoulders.
“Darryl—”
“Can you believe the nerve of our son, just showing up out of the blue expecting handouts?” his dad bellowed at her. “That’s not how I raised him.”
“I’m right here.” Brendan’s teeth clenched involuntarily. “How about you say what you need to say. To my face.”
His dad gave him one icy look before walking away.
“Yeah, walk away and ignore the problem,” Brendan called out, knowing it was a bad idea. “Is that the same way you treated Taryn when she became a junkie?”
Darryl Rhodes was in Brendan’s face in a heartbeat. Fists raised just a touch and chest puffed out, his father leaned forward. Rage started to take control in Brendan.
Go on, hit me. Give me an excuse.
Instead, his father spun and stormed to the bedroom, slamming the door as Brendan shook his head. A hand on his shoulder jolted him. His mother backed up a step, startled at Brendan’s reaction probably.
Holy crap, I was ready to punch out my own dad.
It was a sobering thought. The unbridled anger melted away slowly. He sat down at the kitchen table and squeezed his skull between his hands. His mother sat across from him and pulled his hands down. She had tears in her eyes when he looked up.
“I’m sorry, Mom,” he whispered. “I shouldn’t have said all that.”
“No, no. It’s nothing we don’t already know,” she said. “It’s just… it’s just hard to deal with.”
They both stared at the table for a full minute before Brendan changed the subject.
“Mom, if it’s just money he wants, I’ve got plenty to pay for rent, or food, or—”
“No, no,” she interrupted. “We don’t want your money, honey. Your dad just needs some time to get used to you being around again.”
That was an unexpected blow.
“What’s his problem?”
Her mind wandered for a moment before she said, “Why don’t you look up some of your old friends? Reconnect with some old memories.”
“You trying to get me out of the house?”
“Just trying to help.”
Brendan leaned back in the chair. “I don’t know anyone anymore.”
“What about Michelle? Or her cousin? You always liked Scott.”
This got a laugh out of Brendan.
“Are you kidding, Mom? You hated Scott. Said he was a bad influence.”
She smiled.
“Hun, I think you’re old enough now not to fall in with the wrong crowd,” she said. “Just look him up. It’ll give you something to do.”
At that, she got up and walked towards the bedroom. Brendan stood and went to his brother’s room. No matter what, that bedroom would never be his.
Moments later, he sat on the bed, staring at Michelle’s number in his phone. She’d probably have Scott Fisher’s number. Scott was her cousin after all. In high school, the guy had smoked weed with guys like Taylor Hunziker, so maybe Brendan’s mom had inadvertently given him a lead.
The nine digits glowed ominously, which was surprising since Scott had probably cleaned up like the rest of the high school screw-ups. No big deal, although, Scott was a couple of years older than Michelle and Brendan. That would make him the same age as Grant, which could make things uncomfortable, like everything else in the damn town.
Screw it. He had nothing better to do.

Chapter 11

Brendan liked to think of himself as a quick learner. Adaptable. That’s the word he’d use. He’d definitely need mental quickness if this upcoming encounter went as poorly as his first shot at being a detective. He’d shown up thirty minutes early to his meeting with Scott at Trish’s Place, one of the less seedy bars in Shallow Creek.
He was still nursing his first beer when Scott opened the door, pausing in the doorway to let his eyes adjust to the sudden lack of light. Brendan waved subtly, not wanting to look too ambitious. Scott nodded and sauntered towards the bar. Only then did Brendan notice the second figure in the equation.
She followed close behind Scott, a sly grin on her face as she took in the scenery. Brendan waited patiently for Casey’s eyes to meet his. Before they did, Scott directed her to the back of the bar, where a few guys did their best to suck at pool. Casey kissed Scott on the cheek and then breezed on by without so much as a glance in Brendan’s direction.
“Good thing I’m not the jealous type, am I right?” Scott asked, checking over his shoulder as he sat down on the stool next to Brendan’s.
“I guess so,” Brendan replied, watching the guys eye Casey as she bent over the table to line up a shot in the game she’d casually inserted herself into. The black leather pants certainly enhanced the view from Brendan’s vantage point.
“So how’s it going, man?” Scott asked with an easy smile.
“Not bad, Scott. Yourself?”
Scott stared at the bartender until she glanced in his direction. “Yeah, not too bad.”
When the chick in the tight t-shirt got close enough, Scott ordered a beer, and then picked up Brendan’s before adding another one onto the order.
“Looks like you’re about ready for another,” he said.
“Sounds good to me.”
The two sat in silence for a few long moments. Scott was fidgety, unable to keep still. One of the many lessons the Marines had imparted to Brendan was about remaining still, yet vigilant. Out of the corner of one eye, he could still see Casey entertaining her new friends. It hadn’t taken her long in Shallow Creek to fall in with the wrong crowd, that was for damn sure.
The beers appeared and Scott flashed a ten-dollar bill to the bartender, adding a crooked grin when he told her to keep the change. He turned to Brendan and tipped his bottle towards him.
“Cheers to the old days, am I right?” he asked, his face way more serious than the simple question should imply.
Brendan nodded.
After a couple of beats, Scott finally asked, “Why did you call me?”
“What do you mean?”
The expression on Scott’s face suggested Brendan had just stepped in dog shit. “I was on Grant’s football team,” he sneered. “I’d figure you remember that.”
Brendan stared at his beer, not sure how to proceed. The conversation had taken an unexpected turn for the worse. He looked around the bar and saw no one in earshot, so he figured he might as well go for broke, or at least burn another bridge.
“I’m looking to score some… stuff.”
Scott took in the whole bar in one sweeping movement. “You a cop?”
“No,” Brendan replied with a smile. “Just a Marine.”
Michelle’s cousin stared him down for an excessive amount of time before relaxing a touch.
“Stuff, huh? What kind of stuff? Pot?”
“Heavy stuff.”
Scott stroked the stubble on his face, the gears churning away behind keen eyes. He leaned forward far enough that Brendan caught a whiff of some rancid breath.
“You don’t look like a user, man.”
“I distribute.”
Scott eased back thoughtfully, his face betraying nothing. Brendan felt a cool sweat forming on his torso as he waited for a sign that he’d either scored or seriously miscalculated. If word of this conversation got back to his parents, he’d be up the damn creek. And his dad was already pissed off enough—
“How heavy?” Scott asked.
Brendan waited for the bartender to stroll by. Once she was down at the other end shooting the shit with some fat biker, he said, “Glass.”
Scott sat stoically. Brendan prayed that Wikipedia hadn’t lied about glass being a street name for methamphetamine.
“That’s pretty heavy, man.”
Now sweat was beading on Brendan’s neck. This conversation needed to end before his forehead got shiny.
“I don’t mess around,” Brendan said gravely.
Scott laughed, catching him off guard.
“I bet, man. I bet.” He slapped Brendan on the shoulder. “I’m going to give you a number to call in a few hours. We’ll meet. Sound good?”
Brendan nodded and took the last swig from his beer. After passing him a bar napkin with a phone number on it, Scott excused himself. The guy whistled playfully at Casey, as if he hadn’t just organized a drug deal with his cousin’s old friend. She made some joke with the pool players that left them laughing while they watched her caboose sidle up next to Scott. He put an arm around her waist and directed her to the exit.
As soon as the bar door swung shut, Brendan grabbed a stack of napkins off the counter and mopped up the sweat beading all over his head. The sopping wet ball of paper sat in his hand, staring back at him, representing everything that could go wrong with his stupid plan.
He’d only just begun, but he was already in too deep.

Chapter 12

Brendan pulled into his parents’ driveway and turned off his truck. Without any hesitation he had his phone out, found the name he wanted, and hit the call button. It was do or die time, and he didn’t have any other options.
“This is Deputy Armstead.”
“Marcus, it’s me, Brendan.”
The serious voice elevated a few levels of cheerfulness. “Hey, bro. I can’t really talk long; I’m at work right now.”
“Right, right,” Brendan said. “I got a favor to ask.”
Marcus laughed. “Yeah, already? That didn’t take long.”
“This is actually kind of serious, Marcus. Did you know my sister is hooked on something?”
“Taryn? Honestly, man, I’ve hardly seen her these last few years,” Marcus said. “We get calls out to her park for domestic disturbances pretty frequently, but never for her place.”
“Never, huh?”
“Yeah,” Marcus continued. “That big ol’ white boy she lives with looks mean as hell, but he seems to treat her right, as far as we can tell.”
“Except for the drugs.”
“Don’t know nothing about that, man, but I believe you,” Marcus said. “Lots of that crap gets around in those parks.”
When Brendan didn’t say anything immediately, Marcus insinuated that he sort of needed to jet.
“Wait a second,” Brendan urged. “I got a meeting with a big distributor tonight. I told him I’m a dealer—”
“Hold up. You did what now?”
“I told Scott Fisher—”
“You need to stay away from that cat, Brendan. I’m not dicking around here. Let the DEA sort this out.”
“They would’ve sorted it out already if they could, so screw that.”
“So what’s your play here, man? You going to walk in there and kill them all? I can tell you right now that won’t get you what you want. These sickos are a dime a dozen; you kill one and five more take his place by tomorrow.”
“I’m not going to kill anyone tonight.” At least, not if he didn’t have to. “I’m just going to get some info out of them. You know, prove they’re the ones running the meth in town.”
“Sounds just great, bro, but I can’t get involved in that. I’m a cop.”
“That’s exactly why you should help.”
“No, that’s why I shouldn’t,” Marcus said, now in hushed tones. “I already told you, the DEA’s got this one. Let them handle it. A civilian shouldn’t be running around going Rambo in Shallow Creek. It doesn’t look like it, but this can be a dangerous place.”
Brendan stared out his truck windshield at the back of his dad’s truck, parked in front of him. He hadn’t really thought that Marcus would hang him out to dry on this one. It had seemed like a slam dunk to him.
“So you’re not going to help me?” he asked.
Marcus stayed quiet for a solid minute. Brendan could hear papers rustling through the phone line.
“You going to do this anyway? Even if I don’t come?”
“God Himself couldn’t stop me today.”
“Shit.”
After another long pause, Brendan knew he had an ally.
“Marcus, all I need is overwatch. I’m going to call them to get a time and location. They’ll probably want to meet me in a shitty part of town, and I need someone watching my back out there.” When his friend didn’t immediately respond, he added, “You wouldn’t be in harm’s way. I just need you to stand guard and make sure no one’s sneaking up on me. Okay?”
His friend sighed heavily into the phone.
“Sure, man,” Marcus conceded finally. “Sure. You know I’ll always have your back, but you owe me more than just a beer for this.”
Brendan smiled. “If we sort this mess out, you can name your price, bud.”
Sullen, Marcus said, “Yeah, but I’m more worried about the price they’re going to put on your head if this thing goes south.”

Chapter 13

The warehouse loomed over an abandoned gas station at the edge of town. Here in the industrial district, nothing stirred. Brendan and Marcus had patrolled the streets on either side of the warehouse, seeing absolutely squat. No one had entered or left the area.
Almost an hour ago, he’d called the number Fisher had passed to him. After four increasingly anxious rings, Michelle’s cousin had answered, giving Brendan instructions for the meet. Knowing that he shouldn’t enter a situation like this without some reconnaissance, Brendan had picked up Marcus before racing over, his truck’s roaring exhaust note providing the soundtrack to his night. They’d ditched the truck up the road and hoofed it the rest of the way in.
“It’s not too late to back out of this,” Marcus said, his eyes still scanning the area ahead. He’d tried a number of times to dissuade Brendan from doing what he had to do, but it wasn’t working.
“It’ll be fine.”
That familiar pre-mission antsy feeling grew in his chest. The parking lot around the dark warehouse was empty, at least within the limited confines of the weak floodlights mounted haphazardly across the side of the building. Brendan gave it one more minute. The anticipation brewing internally flared, and Brendan knew he had to move.
“It’s time,” he said. Marcus nodded reluctantly. “I’ll squawk twice on the walkie-talkie if I need help.”
After installing the earbud from his radio into his ear, Brendan slipped quietly from their observation post. With a glance over his shoulder to confirm the road behind was clear, he slinked from shadow to shadow, only breaking cover when absolutely necessary. The pattern of illumination on the ground close to the large warehouse contained many holes, and Brendan exploited each of them to reach a small side door.
Now that he was closer, Brendan could see the dilapidation and obvious signs of neglect of the place. No signage anywhere hinted at a possible usage for the warehouse, so Brendan assumed it was as abandoned as the gas station next door. After confirming that his pocket still held his trusty knife, Brendan tried the door handle.
It turned easily in his hand and he found himself staring into a brightly lit, and mostly empty, warehouse. A desk stood in the middle of the open area, and a man stood behind it, smirking towards Brendan.
“It’s about time, man,” Scott Fisher said amicably enough. “I’ve been waiting.”
Brendan paused long enough to sweep the open area, but couldn’t see anyone else around. Part of him nagged at him to leave, telling him that he didn’t really know what he was doing, but backing down wasn’t his style.
“Come on in.” Fisher waved towards the desk. “The water’s fine.”
Brendan let the door close behind him, and then walked up to the desk. Fisher motioned for Brendan to take a seat across the desk from him, but that didn’t seem like a good idea. When Brendan stayed standing, Fisher shrugged and sat down himself.
A loud click echoed throughout the building as all the lights except the powerful floodlight directly overhead switched off. From within the intense cone of light, everything beyond disappeared entirely. Adrenaline started to build in Brendan’s veins as his senses kicked into overdrive. Bolting for the door seemed like a choice plan, but Brendan knew his eyesight would be reduced to nothing after he transitioned from the brightness to the darkness.
“Alright, man,” Fisher said as he placed his elbows onto the desk and let his fingers form a bridge. “I got a little problem with your story from earlier.”
Brendan tensed up.
“Oh yeah?” he asked, trying to hold back his growing concern.
“Yeah,” Fisher replied gruffly. “You’re either dumb, or really fucking dumb.”
That was Brendan’s signal. The game was over. Survival instincts kicked in.
But he only took one step in Fisher’s direction before strong hands locked onto his arms. He turned his head as a solid kick to the back of his leg dropped him to his knees. The coordination and suddenness of the attack surprised him, but he instantly shot back to his feet and lashed out in all directions. His right arm came free from its restraint, and his fist whipped across his body to score a direct hit against the jaw of the man on his left. The guy’s face disappeared from the cone of light, only to rebound back into it with a hellish fury etched into its brow. Unfortunately, the man’s hands held firm. Before Brendan could land another punch, something heavy and blunt struck the back of his skull, knocking him back to his knees, where his captors forced his arms up behind his back. The old shrapnel injury in his shoulder protested profusely, but not a sound escaped his mouth.
“You’re pretty quick, but not quick enough.” Fisher casually came around the desk. He parked his rear end on the table, and then bent down to lift Brendan’s face to his own. “You’re probably thinking about how bad an idea this was, am I right?”
When Brendan said nothing, Fisher eased away, and then struck like a coiled cobra, smacking the teeth loose on the left side of Brendan’s mouth and knocking the small bud from his ear. The taste of blood hit him almost as hard as the seething rage begging for a chance to crush Fisher’s face. No matter how much he thrashed, Fisher’s goons held him in check, now obviously far more respectful of Brendan’s abilities. For the first time, Brendan thought hailing Marcus might’ve been a good idea about two minutes ago. On cue, someone pulled the radio off his belt and tossed it to Fisher.
“You didn’t come alone?” Fisher asked, feigning shock. He placed the walkie-talkie on the desk and nodded to some unseen goons, presumably commanding them to go find Marcus.
“So you want to distribute crystal meth, Brendan?” Fisher asked, stroking his bloodied knuckles. Brendan didn’t acknowledge the question, so Fisher continued. “There’s two options here. Either you’re not really a dealer, in which case, I want to know why the fuck you’re here, or you’re really a dealer, in which case I want to know why the fuck you’re here.”
Brendan just glared back at the man he thought he’d known. Anger started to fade as embarrassment rose to take its place. Fisher hit him again, this time a little higher, closer to the eye. The swelling sensations started almost immediately.
“Marines are tough, but this ain’t worth it, man,” Fisher told him, once again sitting back onto the edge of the desk. “If you just explain yourself, we won’t fucking kill you. How’s that sound?”
The fury was back, that primal anger that knew no bounds, the rage that knew no control once the leash came off. And now his collar felt slack. The previous thump to the back of his head indicated he’d get one shot at this before they were on him. His anger assured him that’s all he’d need.
Fisher was talking again, but Brendan wasn’t listening. The thugs pinned him down as he struggled to push back. He upped the intensity until he felt the right amount of resistance.
Faster than his captors could anticipate, Brendan ducked forward and wrenched both hands free. Fisher flipped backwards over the desk in retreat. Brendan swiveled and saw the man to his right caught off balance. A quick kick to the side of the bastard’s knee evoked an unhealthy pop that left the man shrieking and falling.
Lying on his back now, Brendan’s hand went to his pocket as three shadowy figures entered the lighted circle. The first came at him with all the brazen confidence of a man who wasn’t used to his prey fighting back. Brendan waited for the guy to grab his shirt with both hands. The folding knife flipped open in Brendan’s right hand as his arm shot straight towards the man’s groin. As the knife penetrated up to the handle, the goon’s grip slackened enough to drop Brendan back to the floor. The guy’s face twisted in pain as he jerked away suddenly, wrenching the knife from Brendan’s grasp.
Sensing his advantage dwindling, Brendan kicked the ailing man over and regained his own feet. The desk stood to his back, and two men with billy clubs slowly approached from the front. The one on the right sported a ridiculous bleached mohawk and some trashy facial hair. He spoke with all the elegance of a Cockney wanker.
“You fancy a go then, mate?” Mohawk asked, slapping the club into the palm of his hand. His shirt had no sleeves, revealing fully tattooed arms that hinted this Englishman thought he was a badass.
“How about I knock a few of those crooked-ass teeth out for you?”
To Brendan’s left, moans from his first victims echoed in the darkness beyond the reach of the overhead spotlight. A rustle came from behind him.
Fisher.
Brendan turned too late. Something punched him in the back of his legs with the force of a pissed off mule. He fell forward as the desk stopped sliding across the concrete floor. Fisher must’ve kicked it.
The other two men came at him with billy clubs swinging. Brendan fended the first few blows on his forearms as he fell back onto the floor. Each impact rocked his entire body. After four or five, his brain’s emergency systems kicked in. He tried to roll and weather the attacks long enough to get up, but a strike to the back of his head smashed his face into the concrete.
His arms splayed wide of their own accord and left him lying spread-eagle and helpless. The onslaught continued while he struggled to assume some semblance of the fetal position. His brain wandered off to a better place as he kicked futilely in the general directions of the attackers. After an absurd length of time, Fisher’s voice muttered something and the blows ceased.
Brendan propped himself up slowly onto his hands and knees. His left eye had swollen shut mostly, but out of his right he could see Fisher’s feet next to him, close to where Brendan’s blood was pooling after dripping off his face.
“I don’t give a shit what you think you’re doing here,” Fisher said.
The arrogance of the tone drove Brendan nuts, but he was in no position to do anything about it. This asshole had needed four other thugs to break Brendan down, and now he had the balls to talk down to him? Brendan vowed to kill this fuck if it was the last thing he did.
“Still don’t want to talk? Fine. If you’re a dealer or not, you should know that this is my fucking town, and you need to get the fuck out of it.”
Brendan reached a hand up to the desk and weakly tried to pull himself up. Fisher, or one of his goons, swiped at Brendan’s arm, leaving him back on all fours.
“Out of respect for your brother, I’m not going to kill you,” Fisher explained. “But you better fucking get the message.”
Brendan’s face twitched away as Fisher’s boot shot into view, but it was too late. The message was received.

Chapter 14

Everything was dark. A steady beep emanated nearby. Brendan initially felt no desire to investigate. All he wanted to do was relax, and the warm sensation flowing from the base of his spine up to the top of his skull encouraged him to do just that.
His eyelids fluttered slightly, revealing that they’d been closed this whole time. Was there a reason to open them? The sergeant wouldn’t let him sleep if he wasn’t supposed to. He’d just wait for one of his barracks mates to wake him.
Something touched his hand.
Someone said his name.
He jerked his head towards the sound and immediately regretted it. Pain lanced up his back and through his neck, forcing him to cry out. He grit his teeth and opened his eyes to find his mother sitting at his bedside, drawing her hand back tentatively from his own.
“Where am I?” he asked. “What happened?”
He tried to sit up, but agony grappled his core in spasmodic waves. Michelle appeared to his left, gently ushering him back down onto the bed.
“Easy, Tenny,” she whispered soothingly. “Easy there.”
Her voice provided the required calming effect. Brendan stopped resisting and just lay back as she stroked his arm gently.
“You’re in the hospital, hun.”
That was from his mom.
“Yeah, I can see that now,” he murmured, feeling the sleepy pull of the painkillers.
When he opened his eyes again, tears streamed down his mother’s face. He tried to smile for her, but the left side of his face hurt too much, so he just winced instead.
“It’s so good to see you awake, honey.” She gripped his hand in hers. “I was so worried.”
She released him and stood up, excusing herself to use the restroom.
“You two been waiting long?” Brendan asked Michelle as his mom left.
“Yeah, and she hasn’t left your side for a minute,” Michelle said with a smile. “That lady’s got the bladder of a camel.”
Brendan laughed slightly, but tried to stop when a spear of pain pierced his back.
“Sorry, sorry,” Michelle said, still smiling. “I shouldn’t make you laugh.”
“It’s okay, I’m fine.”
“You’re anything but fine. You’re a real mess.”
“I’ve got your cousin to thank for that.”
Michelle’s face darkened. “My cousin?” she snapped. “Scott did this to you?”
“Not just him. I could take him easy. It was the other four guys who worked me over.”
“So wait, how did this happen? Where was this?” She rested her hand on his bare arm.
Brendan was a bit confused.
“Uh, it was at a warehouse on the edge of town,” he said. “Isn’t that where you guys found me?”
“Why would we look for you out there?” she asked, puzzled. “No, Marcus dropped you off at the emergency room and then took off to go to work when I got here. He’s the one who called me to come stay with you, so I called your mom, too.”
“Is he okay?”
“Who, Marcus? He’s fine, except he has a nasty welt on his head. Wouldn’t talk about it, though,” Michelle said. “Wouldn’t look so bad if he didn’t shave his hair down to nothing.”
Brendan took a moment to run through what he remembered from the night before. At least, he thought it was from the night before. He could’ve been out for days, and yet he still felt exhausted.
“So what were you doing at that warehouse?” She looked over her shoulder towards the door for a moment before turning back to him.
Brendan laughed pitifully before a painful coughing fit took hold. Once his body released him from that torment, he recounted his story, starting with the break-in at his parents’ house, seeing his sister, all the way through to his meeting with Fisher.
“I’d hit you if you weren’t already beat up, Tenny,” Michelle said when he finished. “What are you trying to do? Get yourself killed?”
That wasn’t exactly the reaction Brendan had been looking for when he’d set out to purge the drug problem from his hometown.
“I want to fix this place,” he said quietly. “If the police won’t do it, I will.”
Now Michelle scowled.
“You’re just going to get yourself killed,” she stated.
“Maybe, but I can’t sit still and let Taryn live like this,” he retorted. “I can’t live with that.”
“I’m not sure that’s how addiction works,” she said. “Just taking away some drugs isn’t going to solve anything.”
“It’s a start.”
Michelle sighed deeply. “You’ve always been stubborn.” She stroked the side of his head. “I don’t think I can talk you out of this right now, but when the doctor releases you tomorrow, how about I take you out for a five-star meal at Schmidt’s?” Schmidt’s was a local diner, and a far cry from any kind of stars, but Brendan and Michelle had frequented the joint together all throughout high school.
“You don’t need to do that.”
“Come on, it’s the least I can do to make up for my asshole cousin,” she said, screwing up her face at the mention of Fisher.
“Sure, sounds good,” he said, feeling the inexorable urge to pass out again.
He vaguely caught sight of his mom reentering the room. The two women embraced, and then Michelle left with a wave. Brendan closed his eyes and just let them be.

Chapter 15

“Did the police come to talk to you before you were released?”
Brendan nodded to Michelle absently as he scanned the familiar menu. Schmidt’s hadn’t changed a bit in his absence. That wasn’t necessarily a good thing. His memory was a bit fuzzy on the quality of the food in the old diner. He wasn’t sure if that was from his hiatus, or just from getting his skull pummeled two nights ago. At the thought of his run-in with Fisher’s goons, his hand moved to his head and probed around the various bumps and bruises.
“Are you going to press charges?” she asked, ignoring her own menu. She probably had the thing memorized by now.
“I gave them my statement,” he responded, looking into her blue eyes for a moment. “We’ll see what happens next.” Hopefully what happened next would be Brendan’s fist cracking Fisher’s skull open.
“You talk to Marcus yet?”
“I called him to say thanks for the free ride to the hospital, but he’s too pissed to talk to me.”
“He tell you to stop snooping around?”
Brendan sighed. “Yeah, said he wouldn’t help me anymore, and that I should quit while I’m ahead.”
“In fairness, he did take a shot for you.”
“Ha. He said they shot him in the back with a beanbag gun,” Brendan said with a rueful smile. “A cop getting taken out by a police weapon. Sucks for him. He says his head hurts pretty bad from smacking it on the ground.”
Conversation continued in that vein. Michelle would ask questions Brendan didn’t care to answer, and Brendan would provide unsatisfactory answers. Brendan’s burger and Michelle’s salad appeared, and the two ate mostly in silence. They gave each other the awkward smiles that friends often give one another when they realize they don’t know a damn thing about each other anymore.
Despite Brendan’s protests, Michelle settled the bill. He walked her to the door, where they stepped out into the cool night. Cool was a relative concept at this time of year. Cool just meant bacon wouldn’t cook on the hood of a truck left in the sun. When Brendan moved towards Michelle’s truck, she put a hand on his arm.
“Why don’t we get a drink at Trish’s?” she asked. “You can make up for letting a girl buy you dinner.”
Brendan started to protest, but Michelle slapped his arm and burst out laughing.
“I’m just kidding, Tenny. You don’t owe me anything, but you should still buy me a drink.”
“What about the kids?” he asked, wondering about Michelle’s children, who he guessed were actually his niece and nephew. It was funny that he’d never thought of that until now.
“I got a sitter, and she’ll stay up all night texting her boyfriend, if she hasn’t already invited him over for a romp on my couch,” Michelle replied. “Ugh, teenagers are gross,” she added with a wink.
Brendan laughed and the two walked across the street from Schmidt’s to where Trish’s neon lights beckoned all-comers. Inside, the same bartender from a couple of days ago welcomed them warmly and asked what they wanted before they even reached the bar. Apparently Brendan’s mauled face didn’t faze the young woman, because her smile didn’t skip a beat as he ordered a bottle of Shiner, while Michelle opted for a frozen margarita. While they waited, Brendan and Michelle alternated between looking at each other and glancing around the bar aimlessly. Blind dates probably went smoother than this. The bartender returned and Brendan paid cash. Armed with alcohol, the pair found a booth in the corner.
“So you read any good books recently?” Michelle asked. Both of them cracked up a bit, and the laughter vented some of the odd anxiety between them.
“Yeah, John Scalzi’s got some great sci-fi stuff I’ve been into recently. What about you?”
Michelle grinned. “Between Twilight and Fifty Shades of Grey, I’m set for life.”
“I have no idea what those are, so I’ll have to take your word on it.”
Michelle set her drink down, a look of disbelief on her face.
“Are you serious? Where have you been the last six years?”
“The Marines.” He took another drink from his beer.
“Not much time to read girlie stories in the Marines?” she asked, emphasizing girlie.
Brendan chuckled. “Not really, no. I’d never hear the end of that from the guys.”
The televisions around the bar switched channels suddenly, and a silent broadcast of recent high school football highlights played. Brendan’s mood dipped down at the sight. The bartender appeared, asking if they wanted another round. She glided away when Brendan nodded darkly.
“You follow the Coyotes at all while you were gone?” Michelle asked him, so engrossed in the highlight reel that she hadn’t noticed his change in demeanor.
“No.” He tried to keep a lid on the can of worms rattling around.
The bartender appeared with their drinks. Michelle didn’t seem to notice as her empty glass was traded out for a full one.
“Me and Grant go to almost every game still,” she continued, totally sucked into the TV.
“Good for you.”
Michelle quietly drained most of her second margarita while the broadcast continued. The conversation was apparently on hold for now, so Brendan’s eyes naturally roamed where they pleased. Damn, she was attractive. Her flannel blouse hung open just enough to show she was only wearing a bra and no tank-top underneath. Even her slender forearms and graceful neck drew Brendan’s attention. Had he noticed all of this a decade ago? Shit, if not, he’d been freaking blind.
The show went to commercials, and Michelle turned back to Brendan. He wondered if she’d remember why he wouldn’t give a crap about the local high school football team. A few beats later he saw the light go on behind her eyes. She stared down at her now empty glass, blushing a bit. Brendan took the opportunity to wave to the bartender for two more drinks.
“Grant likes watching the games?” Brendan asked.
Michelle looked up and nodded. “Yeah, he does, but sometimes he finds it a little hard to watch,” she said. “Especially if he thinks he was better than the QB out there.”
“He still get really pissed off about that?” Brendan asked as the bartender showed up with their order.
“You know how it is,” she said noncommittally. Her eyes drifted back to the television on the wall.
He watched her staring at the TV screen, which still silently cycled through commercials for new trucks and barbeque pits. The marketers definitely knew the audience in Shallow Creek, but what worried him was the faraway look on his friend’s pretty face.
“Grant ever hit you, Michelle?” he asked casually, before taking another sip of his beer.
Her drink froze at her mouth. She slowly turned to him and put the slushy margarita down. Maybe it was just the result of the two drinks she’d thrown back in no time, but her cheek’s reddened again.
“No, he wouldn’t ever hit me,” she whispered, eying the bar’s other occupants. “And you shouldn’t say things like that so loud.”
“He had a mean streak in school.”
“He changed after you left.” She leaned against the backrest of the booth’s bench seat. The alcohol flowed in her tone now. Brendan had only put away two and a half beers, so his decision making wasn’t affected, but he knew he was about to embark on an unwise conversation.
“I was surprised when you married him.”
“Why’s that?” she asked, not looking happy.
“Bit creepy, that’s all.” He took another swig while she glared at him. “He was already out of school when you were a freshman.”
“So what? It’s not like we dated in high school. Four years difference isn’t weird for consenting adults.”
“I leave town and my brother hooks up with my best friend,” Brendan said. “You think that’s normal?”
“You didn’t have any claim to me.” Her anger grew with each swallow of sugary tequila; Brendan could see it in her eyes. “We knew each other for years, and you never asked me out.”
“And I’m only back in town for three days before you ask me out?”
“Are you fucking serious, Brendan?” she snapped, adopting the overly loud voice of someone who’s had three margaritas in thirty minutes. Brendan gave no response, instead opting to take the last swig of his beer.
“You’re unbelievable,” she said. “You’re just jealous.”
“Of what?” He knew he should just end this and go home. Unfortunately, that wasn’t going to happen. “Things must be going real well in Casa del Rhodes if you’re going on dates with your husband’s brother while he’s out of town.”
“I don’t need this.” She got up, grabbing her purse in the process. Brendan remained at the table for a moment, irritated with both himself and Michelle, but most of all furious at his brother for sins past and present. One look over his shoulder revealed a dozen pairs of eyes following Michelle from the bar.
Screw it. He couldn’t leave things like this. He drove the bottom of his clenched fist into the thick wooden tabletop and found both pain and relief. Instantly feeling more centered, he got out of the booth and followed Michelle towards the back of the bar, wondering where she was headed; her truck was parked out front at the diner. The patrons of the bar watched, some concerned, some smiling. Brendan dismissed them and pursued Michelle out through a backdoor positioned between the doors to the restrooms.
Now in the alley behind Trish’s, this little blowup had gone far enough. Brendan gently grabbed Michelle’s arm, trying to maintain his cool and not hurt her unintentionally. She was drunk, and still his friend, no matter what. Her face still prominently displayed all the fury such a small package could handle, but Brendan didn’t care. All of a sudden he just felt the need to hold her in his arms. When Michelle didn’t immediately recoil from him, he slowly wrapped his arms around her.
“Oy, you,” came a familiar voice from behind him. Brendan spun quickly, knowing immediately that despite his best intentions, someone was about to get hurt.

Chapter 16

Standing next to the bar’s dumpster was Mohawk, and Brendan wasted no time. Conditioning took over and he charged at the man, knowing he’d probably need to withstand at least one good smack from the man’s club. The man’s smirk turned upside down comically at Brendan’s rush, but Brendan wasn’t laughing. The club glanced off his shoulder as he drove the tattooed Englishman up, and then straight down into the dirt. If he’d stuck around in high school football, his coach would’ve been proud of him.
Michelle screamed behind him, but the bloodlust had taken over. Brendan ripped Mohawk off the ground and slammed the man’s face into the corner of the dumpster. The disgusting crack said it all. Brendan let Mohawk slump lifelessly to the ground, grabbing the club out of his limp grip.
Facing the other way now, Brendan got a good view of some thug struggling to contain Michelle, as three others approached Brendan warily. Seeing their leader’s head caved in probably sent an intimidating message, but two of these idiots hadn’t listened too well. They charged Brendan, but unlike Mohawk, he wasn’t skittish. His club cracked the first guy’s head across the path of the second, knocking both to the ground.
As the guy on top of the pile tried to get up, Brendan was on him, grasping the man’s head between his hands and then slamming his knee into the bridge of the thug’s nose. A muffled cry resounded from behind the man’s hands as he fell, covering his bleeding face.
Brendan turned to the man holding Michelle, who’d stopped thrashing about. Her wide eyes displayed shock at Brendan’s violence, but that was how shit got done. He wasn’t about to let these dickheads cheap-shot him again. Sensing movement to his left, he pivoted and connected his boot to the side of the head of the man he’d clubbed down moments ago.
The guy restraining Michelle started to drag her down the alley, saying, “Come on, Jasper.” The only other thug left on his feet looked from Brendan to the other guy a few times before hesitating, and then bolting. As he passed his counterpart, that dipshit let go of Michelle and followed suit, running like his life depended upon it.
That much was probably true, with the murderous rage coursing through Brendan’s veins. As he walked towards Michelle, who looked absolutely dazed and confused, he could feel the supreme tension that just begged for one more moron to come at him. Instead, he had to just grit his teeth and clench his fists in an attempt to relieve the pressure.
He watched the two fleeing men retreat all the way around the far corner before addressing Michelle.
“You okay?”
She stared past him at the two unconscious men, and the one still writhing, gripping his face. Brendan tapped her on the arm and repeated the question. This time she looked up at him.
“Uh, yeah,” she stammered. She rubbed her arm where the thug had grabbed her.
“You sure?”
“I’ll live.” Her eyes fell back on the unmoving bodies. “Are they dead?”
Brendan followed her gaze over his shoulder. “I don’t think so, but it’ll take more than Advil to cure those headaches.”
“You think this is funny?” She stared at him now the same way people did when he told some of his old war stories. In the past he’d tried to explain to them that he wasn’t insane, but civilians couldn’t understand that. All they saw was a guy who glorified violence, even when that violence was all that separated them from the realities of the real world. People just had no idea what life was like outside the soft, cushy boundaries of their bubblegum existences.
“No,” he responded evenly. “It’s not funny.”
She brushed past him and approached the three downed men cautiously. The one still conscious slowly got to his feet and started weaving his way past the crates strewn behind the bar. Every muscle in Brendan’s body wanted to chase him down and maul him unmercifully, to confirm the threat was contained, but one glance at Michelle’s face told him that was a bad idea. He let the guy go. Michelle didn’t seem to notice the man at all as she stared at the other two.
“Do you recognize them?” she asked.
“Just the one with the Mohawk,” he replied, standing next to her now. “You know him?”
“I’ve seen him around.” She crossed her arms tightly. “Kind of hard not to notice someone like him around here. I don’t know his name, but he hung around my cousin.”
“Good enough for me.”
Brendan ushered Michelle quietly back through the bar and out the front towards her truck. When she moved towards the driver’s side door, he gently redirected her to the passenger side.
“You look like you’re in shock,” he said. “Why don’t I drive you home?”
She nodded as he opened her door and helped her up. He walked back around the truck and got in behind the wheel. As soon as he turned the key in the ignition, the chair automatically started shifting forward to Michelle’s preferred position. With his knees jammed up against the dashboard, Brendan managed to reach over and shift the seat all the way back again. Feeling more comfortable now, Brendan backed the truck out and headed down the road.
Cruising silently towards Michelle’s house, the fight behind the bar replayed repeatedly through Brendan’s head. A couple of things didn’t really make sense, like how did they know he’d be there? Maybe they’d been spying on him and saw the two of them head into the bar. Hell, they could’ve had a guy inside the bar watching them and he’d never have known; he didn’t recognize most of these thugs at all from his previous life in Shallow Creek.
One other thing bugged him as he pulled into Michelle’s neighborhood, and it wasn’t just the close proximity of her neighborhood to Taryn’s.
“Did that guy call you Jasper?” he asked, not taking his eyes off the road.
Michelle turned away from the window.
“What?”
Now Brendan glanced her way as he navigated towards the houses.
“Sounded like the guy called you Jasper as he was pulling on you.”
“Must’ve heard wrong.”
“I know what I heard,” he said.
“And I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. Are you implying this is my fault?”
“No,” he said. “Damn, chill out. It was just weird.”
“Weird that maybe the other guy’s name was Jasper?” she said, obviously pissed. “After what you did to those other guys, you don’t think they both just wanted to get away?”
He tried to steer the subject elsewhere. “Why mess with you anyway?” She glared at him, not offering any explanations. “Think about it, what could you do? All five should’ve attacked me, but instead they went for you.”
She popped her purse open and revealed a snub-nosed .38. When Brendan didn’t respond, she smiled, but not kindly.
“Guess I’m not a helpless damsel in distress.”
“Why didn’t you pull it then?” Brendan stopped the truck in the street. He had no idea which house was hers.
“Shut up, Brendan.” Alcohol and anger was a volatile mixture. She thrashed at the door handle, trying to get out. Eventually she took a deep breath and composed herself before successfully unlocking the door and exiting. Brendan got out and met her in front of the truck to give her the keys.
She snatched them from his hand and stormed off down the street.
“You want me to come in and make sure it’s all clear?” he yelled.
“Keep the hell away from me.”
He waited in the street until she walked up to a double wide on the left and let herself in. He’d just saved her life, maybe, and that didn’t even warrant a wave as she disappeared from view.
Realizing that Michelle had picked him up from his parents’ house earlier, Brendan sighed dejectedly and started the long walk home.

Chapter 17

Brendan winced as he reached for the handle to the beer cooler. Fighting those guys the night before hadn’t felt that strenuous, but he’d managed to aggravate every injury from getting his ass kicked a few days ago. He’d woken up this morning feeling like one big bruise, so he made the gas station the first stop of the day to get his favorite remedy: Shiner Bock. His dad only drank Coors Light, which might as well have been flavored water as far as Brendan was concerned.
The frigid air escaping from the open cooler was a welcome relief from the heat outside. Even at this time of year, the thermometer in his truck exceeded ninety degrees Fahrenheit without much trouble. The dry heat was an improvement over the humidity in a city like Houston, but it was still unpleasant.
He grabbed a six-pack, but then returned it and grabbed twelve instead. As the door swung close, someone called out behind him, “Hey, stranger.”
When he turned, he expected to see Michelle again, but the friendly tone should’ve been the first hint that it wasn’t her. The woman smiling at him as she approached resembled Michelle very closely, but Brendan quickly realized it was her younger sister.
“Howdy, Kim.” He tried not to be too obvious about taking her all in. Her father, Mr. Prost, had been a complete ass-wipe, but damn, he could make some pretty daughters.
As Kim got a good look at Brendan, her smile turned to concern.
“Oh my gosh, what happened to your face?”
“Michelle didn’t tell you about my little run-in with your cousin, Scott?” And why hadn’t Michelle told him that Kim still lived in town?
The bell over the door rang.
“Hey, Kim—”
Brendan looked past Kim to the open door and found a familiar lady staring at him, stuck in midsentence.
“We’ve got to stop meeting like this,” Brendan said, trying to keep the growl out of his voice.
Casey approached tentatively as Kim’s gaze switched between her and Brendan. “Y’all know each other?” Kim asked.
“Did you get the license plates on the truck that ran you over?” Casey asked, ignoring Kim and scrutinizing Brendan’s wounds.
“Yeah, I did. Scott was driving it. He didn’t mention it?”
“You know Scott—?” Kim started, but Brendan cut her off.
“How did you two meet, Kim?”
“We met at the park,” Kim said uneasily. “At the running track.”
“I didn’t realize it was such a popular hangout,” Brendan said, eying Casey.
“I run a lot, so I’m going to meet a lot of people there,” Casey explained nonchalantly before turning to Kim. “I was getting gas and saw you come in here and just wanted to say hey, but I’ve got to get going.”
“Oh, okay,” Kim said. “See you later, then.”
“Sure,” Casey said. “See you later. You, too, Brendan.”
Brendan grunted in response as Casey strode back out through the door.
“That was awkward,” Kim said, smiling a little.
“It happens,” Brendan said. “So Michelle didn’t tell you I was back?”
Her eyes dropped, sheepishly avoiding his. “We don’t really talk that much.”
“Oh, okay,” Brendan said, feeling that awkwardness that came from knowing something bad has happened between two people, but not knowing what the heck it could be. “Listen, you got some time to kill?”
She brightened up. “Yeah, I don’t have to be at work ‘til noon.”
Brendan hefted the twelve-pack up. “You down to share a drink with an old buddy?”
“Uh, it’s ten in the morning,” she said. “A bit early for me.”
Now Brendan was the one feeling sheepish. “Right, sure. Just a joke.”
She nodded uneasily, but said, “You can buy me a world-renowned gas station coffee, though.”
“Sounds good.” He put the beer back in the cooler and escorted Kim to the coffee station.
While she prepared the generic-looking caffeinated coffee, Brendan decided it was a little hot outside to be messing with warm drinks. He headed for the back coolers and grabbed two bottles of water. When he returned, Kim was smiling and ready to go. He paid for their drinks at the cash register, and then went outside with Kim in tow. A quick visual sweep of the area didn’t reveal Casey or Scott Fisher’s thugs lying in wait anywhere.
The gas station wasn’t exactly fit for purpose when it came to entertaining guests, so there weren’t any chairs or tables outside. No one else was parked at the pumps, and the overhang above them provided the only shelter from the sun, so Brendan led Kim over to his mom’s truck and popped the tailgate down. They sat down on the open tailgate and let their legs dangle off the edge.
“I wouldn’t have figured you as the small truck kind of guy,” Kim noted, checking out the Ford Ranger.
“My mom asked me to put gas in her truck since I was heading down here for supplies,” Brendan said. “I drive an F-250.”
“That seems more your style.”
This felt nice, hanging out with Kim. Pressing things flew around in his mind, demanding his attention, but sitting with Kim alleviated the desire to deal with any of them. Brendan and Kim swung their legs in silence and exchanged fleeting smiles.
“In the store, did you say Casey knows my cousin?” Kim asked suddenly.
“I’ll let you ask her about it,” Brendan replied. “It’s none of my business.”
“Oh, okay. Sure.”
And that broke the spell. Brendan’s train of thought leapt off the idyllic track of relaxation and chugged away down a different line, stuck now on the same track his mind had fixated on since his long walk home the night before. He didn’t waste much time before putting a further damper on the mood.
“You mind me asking what happened between you and Michelle?” he asked.
“What happened to a simple, ‘Hey Kim, how’s life been since high school?’” she replied coyly.
Brendan didn’t smile. “I’m serious.”
Kim stared into her coffee and stirred it a few times with a small stick.
“Why?” she replied. That was a good question.
“I’ve had a few rough experiences since I got back,” he said. “I’m just trying to make sense of things.”
She stayed quiet for a moment, now staring down the empty highway. “Um, it’s kind of personal.”
“Sure, you don’t have to tell me.” He hoped that she would.
To his disappointment, she hopped off the tailgate. Instead of walking away, she turned to him.
“Maybe one day I’ll tell you,” she said, captivating his gaze with her deep green eyes. “Thanks for the coffee, but it sounds like you’ve got a lot going on up here.” She tapped him gently on the forehead. “Why don’t you get that stuff squared away, then give me a call.” When Brendan didn’t immediately react, she added, “I mean it. I’d like to catch up.”
“Okay,” he said, still irked that she hadn’t told him what he wanted to know.
“It’s a little embarrassing, but I live in the apartment above my mom’s garage,” she said as she started to walk around the side of the truck. “Just swing by sometime when you’re ready.”
Brendan watched her walk towards a beat-up Chevy coupe, noticing the easy sway in her hips. His brain tried its best to keep him on the investigative track, but he couldn’t peel his eyes away. Her movements hypnotized him, but his brain eventually won out.
She stopped halfway across the empty parking lot when he called out, “Did Michelle ever do meth?”
Without turning her body, she slowly peered back over her shoulder in his general direction.
“Don’t be a stranger, Brendan.”
With that, she strode more purposefully to her car, and a minute later Brendan was sitting all alone on the back of his mother’s pickup.

Chapter 18

As per regulations established long before Brendan’s birth, Saturday night in the Rhodes household revolved around one thing, and one thing only: Texas football. True to form, Brendan and both his parents sat engrossed by the burnt orange Longhorns as they continued to trounce state rivals Texas Tech in the second quarter of this game. Brendan sat back in his chair as the game clock closed in on halftime. His dad had ignored him all day long since he’d returned from his gas station rendezvous with Kim Prost earlier. Yet now here they sat, father and son, watching the Texas game and bullshitting freely about blown calls and poor tackling as if nothing was wrong.
Each of them downing a few beers along the way probably helped ease the tension, but Brendan wasn’t looking a gift horse in the mouth. He finally felt at home for the first time since showing up at his parents’ house. It was relaxing. He hadn’t even realized just how on-edge he’d been with them in the last few days, not until finally letting some of the stress go.
Halftime arrived and Brendan wondered if this newfound camaraderie with his father would continue past the fourth quarter.
“Another beer, son?” his dad asked, standing up from his trusty recliner.
“Yeah, sure,” he replied. “Thanks.”
When Brendan’s dad disappeared around the corner into the kitchen, his mother struck up conversation with him. She liked football fine, but Brendan could tell she’d been eager to talk the entire way through the first half.
“So you saw Kim today?” she asked.
“Yup, at the gas station,” he replied. “Like I told you earlier.”
His mother’s eyes glazed over a bit as she stared off into the corner of the room.
“Oh, those Prost girls were so sweet to you in high school,” she said whimsically. “I don’t mind telling you that I always thought you’d end up marrying Michelle.”
“Yeah.” Brendan hadn’t shared those same thoughts until recently.
His mom turned to him, more serious now. “Such a shame about that lowlife father of theirs. Running off in the middle of the night without a word.” She shook her head, privately condemning the man who’d abandoned his wife with two daughters still in high school. Brendan only vaguely remembered the circumstances, and he’d never really gotten a full explanation out of Michelle back then.
His dad returned with a Coors Light for himself and one of the Shiners Brendan had picked up at the gas station earlier. Damn things had cost an arm and a leg, but he’d been too lazy to go to the grocery store just for cheaper beer. He thanked his dad as the elder Rhodes reclaimed his throne in front of the TV.
The sportscaster started the roundup of the day’s Big 12 action, which featured insane offensive displays from WVU, Baylor, and TCU. Brendan’s dad appeared indifferent to the highlight reels until the show’s host added a side note about Texas A&M getting crushed by LSU earlier in the afternoon. This got a hearty laugh out of the old man, who turned and remarked, “Serves those Aggies right for jumping ship.”
Brendan nodded in agreement as he took another drink out of his beer. His phone vibrated in his pocket. Not many people had that number. He faltered for a moment, wondering if Scott Fisher was contacting him for some reason. Slowly he pulled the phone out of his pocket. A sigh of relief deflated the paranoia; it was just Michelle. He still thought she’d acted like a bitch the night before, but the fact that she was even calling him was a good sign, right?
“I’ve got to take this.” He wandered back towards the kitchen. He overcame his slight annoyance with her for last night’s behavior and answered the phone on the fifth ring.
“Hi, Tenny.” Brendan could hear small tears in her voice. “I know last night didn’t end well, but can you come over? I can’t get over everything that happened. I’m scared to be in the house alone and—”
“Don’t worry about it.” His heart melted as she rambled on through tears. “I’ll be right over.”
His dad glared at him for a moment at the news he was leaving to check on Michelle. His parents didn’t know the whole story, but he’d given enough details that his absence shouldn’t have been a problem. Of course, just when Brendan had worked his way back into his dad’s good books, here he was ruining Saturday night football. Back to square one.
On the ride over to Michelle’s place, he forced himself to separate out all the nasty feelings he’d contended with last night while he walked back this way from her house. Between kicking those guys’ asses, and then having Michelle yell at him, he’d been pretty wired. The walk had flown by, and before he knew it, his parents’ house had appeared in front of him. By comparison, the drive over took way longer as he thought about Michelle crying in fear.
She opened the door before he’d even finished knocking. He stepped inside and closed the door moments before she hugged him as if her life depended on it. After letting her crush his ribs for a while, Brendan felt a bit uncomfortable and gingerly peeled her off. Her makeup was running all down her cheeks, so he grabbed a tissue out of the box sitting on a short cabinet next to the front door. She took it from him and dabbed under her eyes with little effect.
“How about a beer?” she asked, heading towards the open kitchen.
“Sure.” He followed slowly, taking in the expansive mobile home. “Just one, though. I’ve got to drive home.”
Really he just wanted to keep his wits about him in case trouble did show up, and homicidal meth dealers weren’t his only concern. Things could easily get out of hand when two attractive adults got drunk together.
She met him in living room with his beer as he picked up one in a series of framed photos sitting on a long end table next to one of the couches. He took the bottle from her and thanked her. Michelle smiled and clinked her very full wine glass against his beer. When she took a sip, he noticed she wasn’t wearing her wedding rings. She probably took them off to clean the toilet, or something like that.
“Where was this picture taken?” he asked, indicating the one in his hand. Michelle and Grant were on a beach somewhere nice.
“Bora Bora.”
“Very nice,” he said, surprised. “What about these?”
She pointed at each picture in turn and rattled off the exotic locales. “Paris, Hawaii, the Seychelles, and Gibraltar.”
“Wow, not bad at all.”
“We like to travel a lot. You only live once, right?”
Michelle sat on one of the couches, so Brendan purposefully took a seat on the other couch, keeping the end table between them. Her eyes showed some understanding, but she didn’t comment on his choice.
They sat and chatted about the kids and vacations. Brendan hadn’t really had what most people would consider a vacation, but he’d been to a number of the places that Grant and Michelle had visited. None of the timelines matched up, so they wouldn’t have run into each other by accident.
“Can I get you another beer?”
Brendan’s head already felt a little foggy, but he figured it would be rude to refuse, even if he’d told her earlier he only wanted one.
“Sure.”
She returned with a beer and another full glass of wine. The whole bottle had probably gone into those two glasses. That wasn’t really Brendan’s concern, though. She was already home, and the kids were presumably asleep in their rooms. So what if Mom had a few drinks?
Brendan knocked his beer back as Michelle tried to turn the conversation back to recent events. Not really wanting to engage in any of that, Brendan dodged most of her questions, but found himself reacting slower and slower. When the room started to spin, Brendan briefly considered that alcohol might interact negatively with the meds the doctor had given him in the hospital. The doc had mentioned something like that, he thought.
Maybe he shouldn’t be driving home after all. Michelle would probably let him crash on the couch. Yeah, that was a good idea.

Chapter 19

Cool air drifted across Brendan’s stomach as woke up. The reminder that he was waking up in Grant’s old bed at his parents’ house grossed him out yet again. He decided to just keep his eyes closed a little longer. Oddly, he had a graphic, yet blurry image of making love to his brother’s wife play out behind his eyelids. Seeing no harm or foul in it, he let his imagination roll on, amazed by the clarity. When he felt a weirdly uncomfortable stirring down below, he opened his eyes and saw he was wearing a dried-out condom.
He shot up in bed in a panic and took in the strange room in an instant. This wasn’t the right room.
Michelle lay naked beside him, her back turned to him as she snoozed peacefully. Brendan hated to even touch her, knowing what was going to happen next, but he had to. At first he barely grazed her shoulder, but that got nothing more than a slight stir. Knowing he had to rip the Band-Aid off this one, he shook her gently. As she groggily rolled onto her back, he tugged the sheet up to cover her breasts.
“Hey, honey,” she said, her voice still lost in a dream. “I didn’t know you were coming home—” She paused and her face scrunched up as Brendan climbed out of the bed and retrieved his pants. “Brendan?”
He pulled his pants up quickly with her watching. “Yup.”
Michelle sat up, carefully hugging the sheet against her chest.
“What the hell?” she demanded. “What did you do?”
“What did I do?” he snapped back, searching the big room for his shirt. “Are you kidding me? Looks pretty obvious that we both did something.”
“Holy shit, holy shit. You can’t tell Grant about this. He’ll kill me.”
“I’m not going to tell Grant. That’s the last person I ever want to talk to, anyway.”
Michelle slid from the bed, dragging the sheet off with her.
“I’m not joking,” she said, imploring him now. “He’ll kill me. Really. You don’t know him.”
Brendan got his shirt on and sat down on the floor to pull his shoes on.
“And I’m not joking either. I know what he’s like. Trust me: I’m not saying a damn thing.”
While Brendan struggled to get his fingers to tie his shoelaces, Michelle turned away from him to drop the sheet and pull on a silk bathrobe. She was one beautiful woman, and as much as Brendan regretted whatever had happened last night, he really wished he could at least remember and savor the moments. All he had was the vague recollection of a fading daydream. With that in mind, he got off the floor and sat on the edge of the bed. Michelle paced back and forth in front of him.
“Do you remember anything from last night?” he asked her.
She didn’t take her eyes off the floor. “It’s all a bit fuzzy right now. I think we drank a lot.”
True enough, an empty bottle of wine and six discarded beer bottles littered the bedroom. God only knew how much booze had been consumed elsewhere first. His headache definitely attested to the fact that he’d greatly surpassed his two-beer limit.
Michelle stopped in her tracks, her eyes widened, and she turned to face Brendan.
“You told me you loved me.”
She might as well have slapped him in the face.
“Wha—”
Her face betrayed no lies, only twisted pain.
“Are you sure?” he asked, avoiding her tearful gaze.
She came and sat right next to him on the bed. Part of him just wanted to dive right out the window, but the other part urged him to comfort his friend, to take her in his arms and make everything okay.
To hell with that idea. Nothing was going to be okay about this.
Instead, he opted for a middle ground where he did nothing, not even when she put a hand on his thigh. Movement in his groin defied his best efforts to control everything. He normally would’ve thought a hangover like this would prevent any further escapades, but his body was doing its best to prove him wrong.
“You asked me the other night if Grant had ever hit me.”
“Yeah.”
“The simple answer is no, he hasn’t,” she said, tears forming again. “But he can be a real son of a bitch, you know?”
Brendan certainly did.
“It hurts just as much—”
He didn’t even know what she was talking about, but in that moment he didn’t really care. Brendan put an arm around her and pulled her close. She said he professed his love for her. Honestly, he didn’t doubt it. Sitting here with her in his arms, ignoring all the guilt, he could sense more than just friendly feelings for her.
“What did you say?” he whispered.
“When?”
“When I said I loved you.”
“I—”
“Mom! Mom!”
Michelle broke away from Brendan and closed the open door leading to the hallway.
“The kids are up,” she whispered harshly. “You need to leave now.”
“But—”
“Come on, Tenny. I’ll distract them and you leave. Okay?”
“Okay, whatever.”
“And don’t tell Grant,” she said. “Please.”
He nodded and moved out of line of sight. Michelle opened the door and rushed into the hallway. Brendan could hear her casually corral the noisy toddler. She yelled out an all clear, and even though her voice was muffled, he knew that was his cue. The kids’ bedroom door was closed as he passed by in the hallway, and he could hear Michelle’s soft voice as she distracted her children.
Just as he suspected, empty beer bottles littered the living room and kitchen. At first he didn’t even think it was possible he drank that much, but the evidence didn’t lie. Walking felt a bit uncomfortable; taking the condom off before putting his pants on would’ve been a good idea. Now the damn thing was tugging precariously on his privates and threatening to disengage all together. He dragged himself onwards in slow motion as he battled the effects of a tenacious hangover. If this was the only price he paid for last night’s stupidity, he’d be heading to Vegas next week to try his luck there on the slots.
Outside and heading to his truck, he gave the wide street a glance up and down. With the way these things usually turned out, some nosy asshole was probably watching him leave his brother’s home looking disheveled and guilty as sin.
He was screwed.

Chapter 20

As the squad of hammer-wielding dwarves sought to smash their way out from inside his skull, Brendan wondered if it was the booze or the head injuries that caused the unrelenting pain. Probably a combination of the two. The stress surely didn’t help either.
From his place on the couch, he reached over and gathered up a few framed photos sitting on a shelf built into the wall. Mostly the images depicted the good times, like family vacations when he was in elementary school. Those days seemed so far away that he could barely believe he’d lived them. Brendan was so engrossed in the nostalgia that he didn’t even notice his dad appear next to him on the sofa.
“How’s it going, son?”
His father couldn’t have constructed a less expected sentence if he tried. Since when was the old man one for small talk?
“Been better,” Brendan replied as he zeroed in one on picture in particular. He showed it to his dad. “You remember this?”
His dad took it from him and smiled ever so slightly. “The old cabin.”
The family had owned a cabin out in the woods way south of town. The long journey out there had always infuriated the impatient young Brendan, but now he’d go just about anywhere to find that kind of solitude.
“You still own it?” Brendan asked.
“You see that new truck outside?”
“Yeah, it’s nice.”
“Well, I had to sell the cabin to get the truck.” His dad passed the picture back. “After you kids were all grown and gone, your mom and I never even talked about going out there. It’s a family place.”
“Sure.” Brendan would’ve bought the place off his dad, but he kept that to himself.
“Would’ve sold it to your brother, but he didn’t want it. Said he’s already got a timeshare with some buddies out in the same neck of the woods.”
“There still good hunting out there?” Brendan asked. That had been one of the best bonding memories he had with his dad, and even with his brother.
“I reckon.”
“What happened to all the guns?” Brendan asked. “I saw the old gun safe is gone.”
“Your brother took all the rifles and just left me my shotgun.” His dad smiled. “Good thing your mom didn’t take your head off with it the other night.”
The inside of his head felt like he’d been shot. The throbbing was extremely disorienting.
“I guess Grant took your pistol, too,” his dad said, stroking his chin as he searched deep in the old memory banks.
“The one with my name on the grip? The one you gave me?”
“That’s the one. Haven’t seen that thing in years.”
Brendan made a mental note to get his gun back from his brother while pretending that he hadn’t slept with his wife.
“Brendan, where’d you say you stayed last night?”
And here it was: Brendan’s first opportunity to lie. He knew that every second he didn’t answer the simple question incriminated him more and more, but he honestly couldn’t think of anything good to say. Why he hadn’t prepared for this moment was beyond him.
“You said you were going to check on Michelle when you left,” his dad prompted.
“Yeah, I did.”
“So, did you stay there?” His voice was even and neutral, which worried Brendan.
“I—“
His dad looked at him expectantly.
“I’ve got to go do some stuff,” Brendan said as he set all the pictures back on the shelf. As he walked away from his dad, the fog in his mind cleared just enough to kick him in the ass for acting so damn guilty. At the front door, he turned and found his dad had quietly followed him.
“You gonna do better than that, son?”
Brendan opened the door and rested his forehead against the edge of it for a second.
“It’s not what it looks like, Dad.”
“And what does it look like?”
Brendan looked his father straight in the eye when he lied to him.
“Nothing happened.”
They appraised each other for a few excruciating seconds before his dad nodded.
“Good,” the old man said.
Brendan’s dad then walked off without another word, and Brendan closed the door gently behind himself as he left.

Chapter 21

Schmidt’s was still where he’d left it. Brendan stepped into the diner and nodded to the lady behind the counter when she told him to pick any table he liked. The lunch crowd hadn’t arrived yet, so he pretty much had his pick of the place. He took a seat against the big windows and glanced over the menu noncommittally. Things more important than a sandwich choice rattled inside his head.
Brendan absently fidgeted with the salt and pepper shakers as the waitress swung by for his order. Not really caring about the decision, he asked for a chicken sandwich and some dark coffee. The lady, whose nametag read Betty, flashed him a smile and trotted off to make some magic happen in the kitchen. Brendan couldn’t see from his vantage point, but he was sure a guy from south of the border did all the real work back there. That was the way of things these days.
Such an inane thought didn’t distract him for very long. His pounding headache hadn’t relented and his guilt refused to ebb. How could they keep something like this a secret? And in this town? There was no way. One of them would get drunk and insinuate something to the wrong person, and then all hell would break loose in the Rhodes family again. The laugh of it was that Brendan used to think the wedge driven between he and his brother couldn’t get any bigger.
Don’t tempt fate. That was the lesson here.
Betty returned with his coffee and promised she’d have his sandwich out in no time, but while she was here, did he want some fries with that? He acquiesced without a second thought. Sure, fries sounded just great. Not really, but he was past caring about the fuel going into his body. He stared out the window at his truck.
Would Michelle cave and tell Grant everything? That was a serious possibility. Would he hurt her? If he did, she’d be the last person he ever touched, that was for damn sure. No matter what happened, a man shouldn’t be hitting a woman. Unless she was pointing a gun at him. That was probably acceptable, but this was an affair of the heart, not the gun. If he so much as left a bruise on her, Brendan would bury the son of a bitch.
He leaned back in the booth and ran a hand slowly across his head. Little bumps and bruises reacted to his touch, especially on the back, near his neck. How those bastards hadn’t done more permanent damage was shocking, but after the brawl behind Trish’s, Brendan was sure those idiots had received the worse end of the bargain. That Mohawk guy was still feeling that run-in with the dumpster, that much was certain.
True to her word, dear old Betty promptly and gracefully slid a plate in front of him. He thanked her and didn’t even bother examining his food before diving right in.
“A good eater,” she remarked. “We like that around here. You need anything else, hun?”
With his mouth full of chicken, Brendan just shook his head.
“Alright, just bring this check up to the counter when you’re done,” Betty said, laying the bill face-down on the table. She walked off and resumed her position behind the counter, and Brendan continued to devour his food.
“Hey, you’re Darryl Rhodes’ youngest, right?”
Brendan looked across a few booths at one of the few patrons in Schmidt’s this Sunday morning. A haggard, weather-beaten face glared back at him. The leathery texture on Foster McLean’s face hadn’t changed at all in the last ten years, and Brendan got that sinking feeling.
“Yes, sir,” he replied coolly, placing his sandwich down.
“You got a lot of nerve showing up here.”
Brendan knew where this train wreck was heading, but also knew he’d have to play it out with more than one disgruntled father before his time in Shallow Creek was done.
“Clint’s your son, right, Mr. McLean?”
“Damn right, and you did wrong by him, and by me, with what you did to your brother.”
“Sounds like you got it all figured out, sir.”
“Don’t sass me, you little shit.” McLean banged on the table, earning a scowl from Betty. “They were heading for the state championship before you screwed it all up.”
The slurred words slipped right past Brendan. He’d been through much worse in high school, and he’d been just a boy then. Real life extended well beyond high school football, but some folks in Shallow Creek couldn’t quite grasp that concept, especially drunks like Foster McLean.
Seeing no point in causing anymore trouble for Betty as her lunchtime regulars started to filter in, Brendan inhaled the rest of his sandwich and moved to the counter. As he closed out his tab with the lady, McLean continued to heckle him, calling on other patrons to join in. Thankfully they all ignored him, except for one man Brendan didn’t recognize, who told the old drunk to take it easy. Part of Brendan wished McLean would disregard that advice and take things a step further, just so Brendan could feel vindicated in kicking his teeth down his throat.
To make up for McLean, Betty offered Brendan a free dessert in a to-go box, but Brendan politely declined as he headed back out through the door.

Chapter 22

Yet another location added to Brendan’s no-go list. His dad would most likely interrogate him again if he went home, Michelle’s place was obviously off-limits, and now even the diner wasn’t an option. Calling Marcus was also out of the question, and not just because his friend was at work. Brendan figured that Marcus just needed some time to recuperate from getting shot in the back.
Not knowing where else to go, Brendan followed the familiar streets into the neighborhood Michelle lived in during high school. If Mrs. Prost, or whatever her maiden name was, followed the same pattern as the rest of Shallow Creek’s residents, she still lived in the same house she did ten years ago, and that’s where Brendan would find Kim.
Brendan hadn’t really thought to call ahead, but was relieved to see her battered little coupe parked in the driveway. His truck dwarfed the small car as he pulled in behind it. Walking up to the exterior stairs heading up to the above-garage apartment, Brendan saw no movement behind the closed blinds of either front-facing windows. A knock to his left spun him around to see Kim’s mom waving at him from inside the house, through what he remembered as the kitchen window. He gave a small wave in return and climbed the stairs slowly, wondering what he was really doing here.
Muffled voices traveled through the door. At his first knock, the conversation ended. He knocked again. This time he could hear someone, or something, rustling around on the other side of the door. Floorboards creaked slightly as the apartment’s occupant approached the door.
“Who is it?” Kim called. The door had no peephole, which most residents would consider an unnecessary security feature in this small town.
“It’s Brendan.”
A pair of locks disengaged and the door cracked open to reveal a very sleepy woman’s face. Her eyes squinted against the midday sunlight. The room beyond her was dark.
“Sorry to wake you up.”
“No problem. Someone already beat you to it,” Kim mumbled, drawing the door inwards and shuffling away. “Come on in.”
Brendan stepped through the door and closed it behind him. Thick curtains kept out most of the light, but enough leaked around the fabric to reveal a third occupant in the modest apartment.
“Are you following me?” he asked the woman decked out in running gear.
“I got here first,” Casey pointed out, “so I should be asking you that same question.”
“Right.”
Kim, wearing a t-shirt and gym shorts, disappeared into the bathroom and reappeared wearing a long cotton bathrobe. While she fumbled with the coffeemaker, Brendan looked around.
The small apartment was essentially one big open living area that served as kitchen, living room, and bedroom. The only door led to a small bathroom that featured a shower stall, a sink, and a toilet. Next to the bed, a pair of matching old armoires loomed, probably containing the remainder of Kim’s clothes that weren’t strewn all over the place.
“Sorry for the mess,” Kim called over her shoulder. “I wasn’t expecting company.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Brendan said. “I should’ve called first.”
“It wouldn’t have mattered. I turn my phone off after I work a late shift.”
Brendan took a seat on the small sofa situated in the middle of the living space. The sofa faced the two big windows, between which stood a small media console and a medium-sized flat screen TV. Brendan couldn’t see a cable box, but a PlayStation 3 sat on a shelf under the TV.
“Why are you here, anyway?” Casey asked, pulling up a small plastic chair from Kim’s desk. Her skin gleamed with a sheen of fresh sweat.
Kim wandered over and sat next to Brendan on the sofa, now tightly clutching a mug of coffee.
“Honestly, I didn’t really have anywhere else to go,” he explained.
“Glad I’m your last resort,” Kim said as she sipped at the piping hot caffeine fix. When she caught Brendan watching her, she added, “Oh my gosh, how rude. I didn’t offer you any.”
Kim started to get up, but Brendan put a hand on her shoulder and gently ushered her back down.
“I’ll grab some if I want some,” he assured her. “No problem.”
Casey muttered something and went to get a drink from the kitchen.
Other than the different color of eyes, Kim was a carbon copy of her older sister. The resemblance resurfaced the surprise Brendan had felt waking up next to Michelle’s naked body that morning.
Damn, had it just been that morning? It was unreal how slowly time moved when things went rough, yet good times shot by in an instant.
Trying to remain cognizant of appearances, Brendan asked if it would be okay to crack the blinds open. If Kim’s mom showed up and found the three of them sitting around in the dark, with Kim wearing her pajamas, who knew what rumors could result? As if things weren’t interesting enough already, or, maybe it was merely wishful thinking on his part.
When Kim agreed, Brendan drew back the curtains and fumbled with the rod that twisted to operate the blinds. A gear or something was stripped inside the mechanism, so the rod freely spun in his hand. He looked back to Kim for some helpful hints, but she grinned and gave up nothing. At a loss, Brendan grabbed the drawstring and yanked down on it, pulling the blinds halfway up the window.
He turned back around and Kim gasped.
“What is it?” He stepped towards her quickly and sat down next to her.
She reached out and gingerly touched his face.
“I forgot you’d been in a fight,” she said absently, preoccupied with examining his healing wounds.
“You should see the other guys.”
Kim shot him a skeptical look and leaned back against the arm of the sofa. Now she was facing him with her knees pulled up between them. She sipped at her coffee, watching him. Casey returned from the kitchen and sat in the plastic desk chair.
“Is something wrong?” Brendan asked when things got weird enough.
“You asked me at the gas station if Michelle ever did meth, right?”
“Right.”
“Why?”
Brendan glanced Casey’s way. “I’m not sure we should have this conversation in front of her.”
“Believe it or not, I’m on your side,” Casey said before taking a gulp of water.
“I’ll vouch for her,” Kim added quickly.
“I’m confused,” Brendan said.
“You think you know what’s going on, but you don’t have the whole story,” Casey said. “I was as shocked as you were in that bar the other day, but I had a part to play. I couldn’t blow it.”
“Yeah, now I’m more confused. Why were you there with Scott?”
The two women shared a knowing look.
“I didn’t just randomly come to Shallow Creek,” Casey explained slowly. Her eyes dragged across the floor while she talked. “My sister was murdered here six months ago, at the Exxon on the edge of town.”
“Okay, so you’re here for what? Justice? Revenge?”
Casey sneered when her eyes met his. “Maybe both.”
Brendan motioned to his bruised face. “Vigilante justice isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, and you don’t look like the type, anyway.”
“Is that what happened to you?” Kim exclaimed.
“Why do you think Scott had his buddies kick my ass?”
“Um, I figured you tried to steal drugs from him.”
“Not quite, but close,” Brendan said. Kim and Casey both sat up a little more. “Marcus told me the town’s had some problems with meth, and then I saw my sister high on something, so now I’m trying to lend my assistance to the law enforcement community.”
“Did they ask for your help?” Casey asked.
“Not exactly,” Brendan said. “Did they ask for yours?”
Casey shifted her attention to the window, glaring at nothing. Kim stayed quiet for a few moments.
“They hurt you pretty bad,” she said.
“I’ve had worse.”
Kim put her mug down on the wooden floor. “They’ll probably do worse if you don’t stop.”
“And I’ll do worse if they don’t stop.”
She appraised him closely, peering into his soul. He wanted to look away from those enchanting green eyes, but couldn’t draw himself out of their depths. Kim broke contact and turned her attention to her knees, avoiding Brendan’s gaze.
“Recently I’ve been thinking Grant and Michelle are into something,” she said. “Something illegal.”
“Why’s that?” Brendan asked. Casey got up to get more water. Apparently she’d heard this spiel already.
“They live in a pretty nice double wide, but on the outside it’s still just a trailer. Inside, though, inside they’ve got tons of nice stuff, and in the last year they’ve been on vacation all the damn time.”
Brendan almost mentioned looking at some of their vacation photos when he was over last night, but at the last second remembered that could start a weird and dangerous conversation.
“My mom used to dote on Grant all the time, telling me how great a guy he is and look at all the nice places he’s taking Michelle,” Kim said, obviously not convinced. “She always tried to force guys on me, so that I could have that life, too. So that I would have someone taking care of me like that.”
“What’s this got to do with meth?” Brendan asked, not wanting to derail her venting, but determined to find out what she knew.
“Michelle doesn’t work, and I don’t really know what Grant does, but he’s around and gone again pretty randomly.”
“I thought you and Michelle don’t talk much?”
Kim snorted and looked away.
“I’m just repeating what I hear from Mom. She talks to Michelle all the time.”
“You think your sister and my brother are involved in drugs because they live a lifestyle better than they should be able to afford?”
“That about sums it up, yeah.”
Casey asked to use the restroom as Kim stood and walked the few paces to the window. She told Casey to go right ahead as she peered outside. Her face turned ashen.
“Oh shit,” she exclaimed, turning to Brendan. “Grant’s here.”
Brendan jumped off the couch. Kim pointed out the window, but Brendan could see him easily enough, the last person on Earth that Brendan wanted to talk to right now, walking to the stairs leading to Kim’s apartment. Grant glanced up and gave a hearty wave as he disappeared up the stairs.
“How did he know I’m here?”
“Mom must’ve seen you arrive.” Kim feverishly picked up her scattered clothes and dumped them in a hamper. “She would’ve called Michelle.”
Brendan stood by the door, waiting for the inevitable knock. When it finally came, Kim nodded to Brendan to open the door, which he did, albeit reluctantly. Grant burst in and grappled Brendan in a tight hug.
“Brendan! It’s so good to see you, bro.” Grant pulled back and held Brendan at arm’s length. “Michelle told me all about the other night.” Brendan’s heart leapt into his throat.
“Who knows what those bastards would’ve done to my wife if you hadn’t been there to save her?” Grant finally released Brendan and patted him on the shoulder. It took every bit of concentration not to flinch even at the small, playful strikes. Neither Kim nor Brendan had said a single word to the man, but Grant just kept on rambling. “I just got back into town this lunchtime. I’ve been incommunicado for a few days, but I’ll have to change that now that Michelle’s been a target.”
Grant’s tone had taken on a dark quality, reminding Brendan of what his brother had done to him ten years ago. In a surprising about-face, Grant brightened up and slapped Brendan on the back.
“Listen, I’ve got to run and take care of some things, but why don’t we grab a beer at Trish’s later?” he commanded more than asked.
Brendan didn’t trust his brother as far as he could throw him, especially with Kim implicating him in the plot, so Brendan took a deep breath, pasted an easy grin on his face and said yes, that sounded great. Grant quickly waved goodbye and departed as suddenly as he’d appeared.
Kim glided past Brendan and started to close the door, but Brendan stopped her.
“It’s probably best if I get going, too.”
“You don’t have to.”
True, he didn’t have to, but he wanted some space to think, and Kim’s presence muddled his mind.
Casey reappeared from the bathroom. “We have more to talk about, Brendan.”
“I need to get back and help my folks get dinner going,” he said, figuring his mom would never let him lift a finger. “I’m sure I’ll see you around.”
“Sure,” Kim said, lightly brushing his arm as he walked past her. “Don’t be a stranger.”

Chapter 23

“Brendan, is that you?”
His mom was calling him and he hadn’t even closed the front door yet.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Get in here and give me a hand will you?”
Brendan poked his head into the living room to see his dad watching the first half of some NFL game. His dad jerked his head towards the kitchen, showing Brendan where he needed to go. With a sigh Brendan cut through the dining room to reach an apocalyptic scene with his mom as the source.
“You’ve been busy,” he said, losing count of how many pots and pans were lying around in various states of use.
“Take this.”
His mom handed him a casserole to hold while she flipped the oven open. The hot air blasting out of the open door felt nice compared to the refrigerated temperature in the house. Without any warning, his mom grabbed the dish out of his hands and slid it into one of the few available spaces on the oven racks. She slammed the door shut and started chopping carrots on a wooden board sitting on the counter.
“Wash those dishes, would you, hun?”
Brendan followed her eyes to the double sink. Both sides overflowed with dishes and bowls and trays and utensils. Fearing the worst, he popped the dishwasher open and saw it was full.
“Don’t turn the dishwasher on until you’re done in the sinks, otherwise you’ll never get any hot water,” his mom advised sagely. Hot water could only be used for one task at a time. Such was the beauty of old houses with ancient water heaters.
Brendan started the process of clearing out one side of the sink, stacking the dirty dishes wherever possible, playing a dangerous game of Jenga with the crockery. Eventually he could see the bottom of the basin, so he got the hot water running and squirted some soap into the warm stream. He watched the bubbles form white mountains in the sink and asked his mom why she was making so much food.
“Michelle called to say Grant’s back in town, so I thought it would be nice to invite the whole family over.”
Brendan froze, his mind reeling.
“You better turn off that water before you flood it onto the floor,” his mom warned.
Absently he shut the water off and started washing dishes. The menial distraction helped avoid the violent outburst he felt searching for an outlet. The nastier part of him sought to stir up some extra trouble for some reason.
“The whole family, huh?” he said. “That include Taryn and Serge?”
His mom shot him an uncharacteristic sideways glare. He tried not to smirk, but did so anyway. The two continued on in a vacuum for about thirty minutes, his mom piling up more dirty dishes faster than Brendan could clean them. Additionally aggravating, she kept grabbing the clean ones and reusing them. The oven timer dinged as Brendan found himself washing the same knife for the third time.
“Oh, shoot,” his mother exclaimed, pulling a huge dish from the oven and setting it onto a small rack on the counter. “Hun, can you take a break and set the table for six?”
“Six?”
“Yes, six,” his mother said as she darted around, exasperated. “Blain will sit in a booster seat at the table and Sadie will sit in her highchair next to her momma.”
Brendan perfectly aligned all the silverware and placemats, giving in to the over-the-top attention to detail the Marines had instilled in him for years. With each completed setting, he dreaded dinner more and more. His dad liked to make innocent little comments about heavy subjects from time to time, and with his low opinion of Brendan, tonight seemed like a great time to break out the big guns. All it would take would be one question about Michelle feeling safer with Brendan sleeping on the couch in Grant’s house last night. Then the old man would sit back and watch the fireworks begin.
Before he knew it, his brother’s family showed up and the charade commenced. Everything rolled around pretty smoothly as three-year-old Blain repeatedly assaulted his laughing grandpa, and Sadie lay still, cradled in her momma’s loving embrace. Grant was talking to Brendan about something, but seeing Michelle sitting on the couch with a one-year-old tugging down the front of her shirt, Brendan had a flashback to the brief, yet explicit dream he’d experienced while waking up next to her. Michelle looked up and caught his stare, and returned it with a harsh glare and a quick head shake. That brief snippet that kept playing over and over, was that actually a memory? Part of him wished it was, even if it just proved to incriminate him further.
“So we still on for a beer tonight?” Grant asked him, slapping his shoulder.
Brendan recovered from his daze. “Wouldn’t miss it.”
Dinner went off without a hitch. His father made no weird references to the previous night, and Grant happily yapped away about everything under the sun, playing the role of the good son and engaging their parents in all of their favorite subjects. The meal drew to a close and Brendan volunteered to pick up some of the plates. He gathered up a short stack of dirty dishes and made his way into the kitchen.
Michelle followed closely behind and dragged him forcefully just out of line of sight from the table next door.
“Get your shit together,” she whispered viciously. “You want to screw this all up?”
“What are you talking about?”
“You keep looking at me funny.” When he looked at her in disbelief she added, “Just quit staring at me; it’s weird.”
Contrary to everything he knew about his father, the old man rumbled into the kitchen with a huge stack of plates and precariously balanced silverware. Michelle smiled sweetly to him as she casually strode back into the dining room. Brendan watched her go, but then heeded her words and took to scraping the crud off each plate into the open trashcan.
“Son,” his dad said in hushed tones, standing right next to him. “Nothing had better’ve happened between y’all last night.”
Brendan didn’t answer.
“Just saying, we all know what happened last time you pissed your brother off.”
“She was scared because of the attack and wanted me to stay and sleep on the couch,” Brendan insisted quietly. “That’s it.”
With that, Darryl Rhodes patted his son on the shoulder and sauntered back out of the kitchen, scooping up an escapee toddler in the process. The old man really took to the role of grandpa with gusto, displaying all kinds of overt emotions that Brendan had never seen before.
Little Sadie burst into the angry song of tiny infants, drawing a concerned look from her mother. Michelle tried in vain to console Sadie, but in the end relented and announced that she hated to dine and dash, but the little one hadn’t been sleeping well recently and really should get home. She started to pack up all the kids’ stuff as Grant came into the kitchen to talk to Brendan.
“Okay, I’ll drop the missus and kids off at home, then I’ll meet you at Trish’s in an hour. Sound like a plan?”
“Sure,” Brendan said as he opened the dishwasher to find it still jammed full of dirty dishes.
“I’ll try to be on time, but I’ve been gone for a while and you know how it is.” Grant winked for effect. “I can only do so much to keep her paws off me; I’m just a weak man.”
Brendan detected nothing other than gross machismo in his brother’s expression, but the parting words haunted him while he scraped and scrubbed his shame away.

Chapter 24

Brendan walked into Trish’s Place five minutes early and immediately spotted the same bartender behind the counter as always. Did that woman ever take a night off? His mom had agreed to finish cleaning up the mess in the kitchen so that Brendan could get here before Grant, but to Brendan’s surprise, his brother was already sitting in a booth along the wall. He swung past the bar to order a pair of Shiners, opened a tab, and then transported the beers to the table. Grant had apparently polished off his first already, because he started on the next beer as soon as it hit the table.
“You struck out?” Brendan asked.
“Ha, yeah,” Grant said with a rueful smile. “Something about a screaming baby really kills the mood.”
“I bet, I bet.”
The two brothers focused on drinking their beers and paying more attention to patrons at other tables than to each other.
“Thanks for the beer.” Grant touched the bottom of his bottle to that of Brendan’s. “And thanks for saving Michelle’s ass the other night.”
“It was nothing.”
“No, I really mean it,” his brother continued ardently. “That could’ve been really bad. I don’t even know what I would’ve done. What we would’ve done.”
“Anytime.” Brendan picked a little at the scabs still remaining on his knuckles. Punching people in the face was never as clean as they made it out to be in movies.
“I still don’t get what they were after, though,” Grant mused. “Or what the pair of you were doing behind the bar.”
Brendan desperately wanted to ask about what Michelle had told him exactly, but knew that was a bit suspicious. A little piece of the truth could probably hide the more dangerous revelations behind it.
“Scott Fisher and his boys beat me up the other day over some stupid crap. Michelle felt bad and took me out to Schmidt’s. I wanted to make up for her paying the bill and brought her here for a drink.”
Grant watched him like a hawk deciding which side of the throat to attack. “Go on.”
“Okay, well, uh, I maybe said something stupid that pissed her off, and she ran out the back of the bar.”
“Something stupid? Like what?”
It was time to test the deceptive waters.
“Honestly, Grant, I asked her if you’d ever hit her.”
Grant’s steely expression hid little of the rage behind his eyes. “And why’d you ask something like that?”
“Because you’ve got a short fuse and I wanted to make sure you’re good to your wife,” Brendan said, matching his brother’s intensity. Now Grant was in a precarious position, because if he flew off the handle, he’d only be proving Brendan’s intentions both correct and valid. After a moment’s restraint, Grant’s features softened.
“I’m a changed man now,” he said, smiling again. “A couple of bad experiences were all I needed to reform my ways.”
“Glad to hear it.” Brendan slowly turned the bottle in his hands. “You know, it’s a bit weird you didn’t ask me why Scott and his crew would want to kick my ass.”
“So tell me.”
“I was trying to score some meth from him.”
“Why would you do that?”
“To prove he’s dealing in that crap.”
The waitress cruised past and Brendan put two more beers on his tab. When she’d gone on her merry way, he asked Grant if he knew anything about the drug problems in town.
“Not really.” Grant leaned forward across the table conspiratorially. “I hear about break-ins, robberies, some muggings in town, but that’s about it.”
“Mom or Dad tell you some ass-wipes broke into their house the second night I was here?”
“No,” Grant seethed, eyes boring into Brendan’s. “What night was that?” His brother’s knuckles turned white around his beer bottle.
“Last Monday.”
“Anyone get hurt?”
“Just them,” Brendan said, a little proudly. “I probably broke one guy’s arm with the poker from the fire.”
“They take anything?”
“No, but Mom almost took my head off with the shotgun.”
Time skipped a few beats before Grant suddenly lightened up.
“You guys must’ve done a good job patching the place back up,” he said. “I didn’t notice anything earlier.”
“You know how Mom and Dad are about appearances.” Trying to steer conversation away from family matters, Brendan asked his brother what he does for work.
“I’m the county’s best and brightest agricultural supply salesman,” he announced with overacted prowess. “If you need cattle feed, pesticides, fertilizer, you name it, I’m your man.”
Grant promptly launched into a prepared pitch about his rank in the district, and how his numbers are so much better than some other guy’s, and what his top secret plan for next year is. Brendan promised not to tell, honestly not giving a crap about any of it.
“You travel a lot with your job?” he asked.
“Yeah, there’s a lot of conferences to attend, and customer visits, and even a couple of tradeshows each year,” Grant explained. “Keeps me busy. I’m probably gone three or four days most weeks, but I try to fit in as much family time as possible. Family’s got to come first.”
The intonation on that last phrase irked Brendan, but he still couldn’t tell if his brother was just messing with his head or not.
“In any case, I’m glad I caught you when I did, little brother. I’m heading back out on the road again the day after tomorrow. Got a big sale to make out in the country.”
City people usually considered places like Shallow Creek “the country”, but everything was relative.
“You know what, it’s getting late,” Grant announced, getting up from the table. He called out to the bartender, “Hey, Jenny, I’ll cover his bill. Just throw it on my running tab.”
“Sure thing, Grant,” Jenny hollered back as she ran a rag through some presumably clean pint glasses.
“You don’t need to do that,” Brendan said as he exited the booth.
“Don’t mention it. How often do I get to buy my little brother a drink? It’s an honor.”
Brendan followed Grant out through the door and watched him unlock a shiny new red Chevy pickup, sporting all the bells and whistles. Brendan’s own truck wasn’t anything to sneeze at, but it still looked cheap by comparison.
“I’ll see you around,” Grant said as he climbed up into the cab. “Don’t be a stranger.”
And with that, his brother drove off into the night. Brendan got into his own truck and wondered why everyone kept saying that, and why neither brother had mentioned either of the eight-hundred-pound gorillas in the room.

Chapter 25

“Brendan, I really can’t talk right now.”
“You say that a lot.”
“I’m really, really busy,” Marcus insisted. “Unlike you, I’ve got a real job to do.”
It was early on Monday morning, and in fairness, most regular people were working right now.
“You’ve been dodging me for days. Come on, tell me what’s going on.”
Brendan sat on Grant’s old bed, phone tucked uncomfortably between his shoulder and cheek while he pulled on his socks and running shoes. Right when Marcus started to talk, Brendan leaned too far forward and the phone slipped right out from its precarious perch. He quickly gathered it up.
“What did you say, Marcus?”
“I said I’ll lose my job if the sheriff finds out I helped you the other night,” he whispered quickly. “I’m already on thin ice with Sheriff Troy as it is.”
Brendan considered this for a moment.
“Does that mean you didn’t tell the DEA about my little side investigation?”
“Hell no, I didn’t. Are you crazy? That would be the end of my short-lived career here, man.”
“You know those same guys that kicked my ass in that warehouse jumped me and Michelle behind Trish’s?”
“First off, what the hell were you doing with Michelle behind Trish’s and—”
“How about we focus on the part where known drug dealers assaulted two innocent civilians?” Brendan snapped. “Are you like this with all your victims?”
“Shut up, man. Let me think.”
Brendan hunted for a clean shirt, but had to settle for an almost clean one. It was definitely time to commandeer the laundry room.
“Okay,” Marcus said finally. Trucks were roaring by in the background, so Marcus must’ve stepped out of his office. “Are you sure it was the same guys?”
“Yeah, I’m sure. And I’m sure they’ve got some interesting scars to prove they were properly introduced to my hand-to-hand skills.”
“So you took them out this time?”
“You know it.”
“And Michelle’s fine?”
“Yes, we’re both fine,” Brendan said, tiring of this back and forth.
“Okay, good. Just let me handle this, alright?”
“What do you mean?”
“Just keep your nose out of this. This is police business.”
“What are you going to do, man?”
“Trust me on this, and stay out of it.”
Before Brendan could argue further, Marcus ended the call.

Chapter 26

The shower felt good after his morning run at the same park he’d ran with Marcus at before. The same two ladies had been there, but Brendan’s mind was way off in the clouds and he hadn’t engaged them, even when one tried to talk to him. He’d had enough trouble with married women recently, and he definitely didn’t need more.
Despite it all, the storm had passed over without so much as a drop of rain. Nobody knew anything, and nobody was saying anything. The only negative consequence of the whole ordeal was that Michelle acted like she despised him. Or at least, that’s how he interpreted her aggression after dinner last night. Since she was the married one in the affair, that probably meant she took on the lion’s share of the guilt and remorse. She had a family to protect after all.
Brendan guessed he did, too. He didn’t agree with his parents’ views on life really, and their obsession with reputation and such, but he didn’t want to be the one dragging the Rhodes name through the muck again. It wasn’t fair to them that their kids turned out to be such screw-ups. The biggest laugh of all was that Grant now appeared to be the most stable one of the three. Who’d have guessed that ten years ago?
When he was done cleaning up and dressing, he grabbed his phone. Scrolling through the phonebook for someone to talk to, he settled on one person he hadn’t upset yet. She answered on the third ring.
“Hey, Kim. It’s Brendan.”
“Oh, how’s it going?”
“Not bad,” he said, wondering what to say next. “Uh, you working today?”
“No, I’ve got the day off.” She didn’t sound suspicious. Actually, if anything, she’d perked up a bit.
“You want to take a drive out into the country, maybe take a hike through the wastelands of Texas?” he asked as smoothly as he could.
She laughed. That was always a good sign. “Sure thing. Are you going to come pick me up?”
“I’ll be there ASAP.” When he was done silently pumping his fist in the air, he quickly added, “Unless you need more time to get ready.”
“No, no. I’ve been up for a while,” she said even quicker. “Let’s get going.”
Everything else was pretty sucky, but on the drive to Kim’s mom’s house, Brendan felt some honest-to-God happiness forming. This diversion was exactly what the doctor ordered.
As soon as he turned his pickup into her driveway, Kim shot out of her door and descended the stairs dragging a giant backpack behind her. He started to get out to offer his gentlemanly assistance, but she waved him off. Kim opened the passenger side door, tossed the pack into the backseat, and jumped up next to him.
Kim wore actual hiking boots, as opposed to cowboy boots, and had donned blue jeans for their trip. He was impressed. The girl knew what she was doing. Brendan checked out his very self-assured companion until she looked his way.
“Come on. Let’s get on the road.”
And that he did, without any argument. They’d already made the short trip out to the state highway before she ran a hand over the top of the dashboard.
“You keep a clean truck.”
“That’s right,” he said. “She’s my baby.”
“There aren’t even wrappers in the door pockets or anything.”
“I know. That’s one thing that drives me crazy.”
Kim produced an umbrella from under the seat.
“Didn’t figure you for the kind of guy who used one of these,” she said, fidgeting with the release. “You’re probably not going to need it out here any time soon.”
He snatched the umbrella from her and slid it into the empty pocket in his door.
“Yeah, but I’m sure a pretty lady like yourself would appreciate me having one around on the off-chance you need it.”
“Aw, I didn’t figure you as the chivalrous type either.”
“You’ll learn a lot hanging with me.”
“Oh yes, because you’re so old and wise.” She cut him a sideways glance. Then she acted the part of closely examining his face. “Well, I’ll give you ‘old’ and we can work on the wise part.”
“Ha, thanks for nothing.”
They continued on in this manner for over an hour, until the perfectly flat highway morphed into the merest suggestion of elevation. Now Kim was digging through his mostly empty glovebox and yammering on about how ridiculous it was that all he kept in there was a copy of his insurance card and some Tums. Brendan tried to stay focused on her, but a black Dodge truck had populated his rearview mirror for the last ten miles.
“Is something wrong?” Kim asked.
“No.” He tore his eyes away from the Dodge’s reflection. “Why?”
“Because you keep spacing out on me.” Kim put a hand on his forearm, which rested on the wide center console between them. “Do you have PTSD?”
“What? No. Don’t worry about it.”
Her eyes stayed locked onto him for a few moments before she pulled her hand off his arm. She reached into the backseat and forced the oversized backpack through the gap between the front seats. Now holding the monstrosity in her lap, she started unzipping random pockets and milling around inside it.
“You heading out on safari?”
“Very funny.” She produced a thermally insulated lunchbox and unzipped it, revealing a series of plastic baggies inside.
“Drugs? You shouldn’t have.”
Kim slapped his arm. “No, dummy. It’s just lunch.”
She held up one of the baggies and Brendan could see a lovely ham sandwich sealed up safe and sound. Maybe he should’ve considered bringing some nourishment along for such an extended trip, but the thought hadn’t really crossed his mind while he was rushing out of his parents’ house. All he had was the one water bottle resting under his armrest.
“Good thing I’m not Jewish. Thanks for thinking ahead.”
The signs for the state park appeared closer and closer together on the roadside. Brendan’s mirror still showed the mysterious black truck, but now he was seriously doubting himself. Could he just be paranoid? This was the main highway that led to a large portion of the state, and there weren’t that many stops along the way, so it shouldn’t be that unusual for two vehicles to travel vast distances with different destinations in mind.
An arrow etched into a short stone wall commanded Brendan to turn right into the park. As he did, he caught a glimpse of the Dodge slowing down in his rearview, but then the truck shot off down the highway. It could’ve been some kind of optical illusion to do with turning and looking backwards at the same time, or something.
Whatever, the truck was gone now.
Brendan killed his truck’s engine in the vacant parking lot and grabbed Kim’s pack off her lap. When she gave him a look of surprise, he smiled. “Chivalrous, right? Come on, I’m not getting the door for you. Let’s go.”

Chapter 27

“What really happened that night, back in high school?” Kim asked.
“Which night is that?”
“The one where you drove your brother’s truck under-aged.”
Brendan kicked a stone and watched it skitter off the path and into the short bushes.
“Why do you care? You were, what, sixth grade when that happened? Michelle wasn’t even in high school yet.”
“Didn’t mean to pour salt in the wound. Sorry.”
Neither spoke again for a solid five minutes as they hiked the open trail. That amount of time typically flew by, but these minutes dragged on awkwardly until Brendan couldn’t hack it anymore.
“We should get to know each other a little better before raking up that mess,” he said. Kim’s serious expression loosened at this. “What do you do for work? I never asked you when you said you worked a late shift the other day.”
“I’m the receptionist at the hospital.” She shielded her eyes against the sun and stared intently at a stand of small trees off in the distance. “It’s not glamorous, but it’s pretty much my job to lose, so I’ll stick with it.”
“You probably see some interesting patients roll through there.”
“Ugh, you would not believe the messes that end up there. Recently it’s been a whole bunch of serious burn cases. Most of the time they arrive with the EMTs, so they get rushed right past me, but a couple of smoldering arms have come my way.”
“Sounds nasty.” Brendan knew all too well the disgusting scent of burned flesh and hair.
“It’s totally gross, and usually it’s hands, chest, or face, or a combo of the three, so it’s kind of hard to miss.”
“Ever have to deal with people you know? Shallow Creek ain’t a big place.”
“Yeah, not that long ago it was my ex in there with a bad burn on his neck.” Kim wasn’t too impressed with this guy from the shift in her tone. “He made up some story about a firework accident, but I overheard Dr. Channing telling Chloe, one of the nurses, that most of these burn victims have been cooking meth in their trailers.”
“That doesn’t sound smart.” At least now Brendan didn’t need to worry about the ex-boyfriend throwing a wrench in the works if he and Kim ever had a thing. The guy sounded like he possessed all the brains of a doorknob.
“It’s not safe either,” Kim pointed out. “For anyone. I mean, they do this in trailers right next to their neighbors. You could be watching TV when suddenly the place next door explodes and sets your house on fire. Brice actually lives right near Michelle, but I never talked to her about it.”
“Brice? That your old flame?”
“Yup. Long gone and so long.” She waved into the distance for effect. “Thank the Lord.”
“Sounds like a genius to me, cooking homemade meth.”
She nodded.
“I Googled it after I heard the doctor talking about it. They stick it all in an empty two-liter bottle of Coke, then microwave it, and then shake it, or something like that. The damn things explode more often than not, giving them really bad burns.”
“So you think this is happening a lot around town?”
“Seems like it, judging on how many idiots immolate themselves.”
Kim suddenly cut up a side trail that eventually led up to a slightly elevated plateau. To some people, this part of Texas looked desolate, but the mix of colors and textures took Brendan’s breath away. The sun drew out all the hidden pigments of the exposed rock formations, revealing a majestic view that so few cared to see firsthand.
“You still running your little investigation?” she asked him before prompting him to slide the backpack off his shoulders.
“Yeah, trying to.”
Kim opened up the pack on the ground and started pulling things out. She unfolded a plaid blanket and laid it out for them to sit on while she unpacked their lunch.
“Brice ran around with Scott, my cousin,” she said while handing him a sandwich. “I figured you might want to know that.”
“Interesting.”
“And my cousin Dave ODed about a year ago. That was Scott’s younger brother.”
Brendan left his sandwich untouched.
“Kim, you don’t have to share all this personal stuff if you don’t want to.”
“No, it’s fine.” The breeze caught some of her hair and dragged it across her face. She automatically tucked the wayward strands back behind her ears. “If you can do something to fix all of this, I want to help.”
“You’ve already been a big help.”
“Have you spoken to Casey again about all of this?”
“No.”
“You guys seem to be working on the same thing. She thinks her sister was killed by one of the gang dealing the meth.”
“Did she tell you that?”
“Yeah,” Kim said. “You should talk to her.”
Brendan mulled that over. “What do you really know about her?”
Kim shrugged. “Not much really. I met her almost a month ago. We hung out a few times. She didn’t really know anyone around town and she’s really nice, so I didn’t mind hanging out.” When Brendan didn’t ask a follow-up, Kim smiled and punched him in the arm. “Why are you asking? Do you like her?”
“No, nothing like that,” Brendan said, not wanting to admit to Kim that he plain didn’t trust Casey.
“You can tell me if you do.”
“I don’t.”
She nodded and they both nibbled at their food, soaking in the sights peacefully, or so Brendan thought. Kim put her half-eaten sandwich down, but kept looking away as she talked.
“Michelle and I haven’t spoken much since her drug problems back in the day.”
“Kim, really, you don’t have to—”
“But I want to,” she said forcefully, now staring him right in the face. “I want to tell you, because I want to get to know you. I want to ask you questions and have you feel comfortable enough with me to answer them. You seem like a really good guy, and I know Michelle has always thought the world of you.”
He and Michelle’s deviant relationship was one topic that Brendan didn’t think he’d ever be comfortable sharing with Kim. He didn’t have much time to consider the various consequences involved before Kim launched into the whole story.
“Michelle was driving me to a bar. I wasn’t old enough, but she told me she knew the bouncer and it wouldn’t be a problem. I was eighteen, still in school. Impressionable. Stupid. The usual bad teenage combination. My night out with my older sister was going great until she pulled into this dingy trailer park that doesn’t even exist anymore. It was called Pine Oaks, or something stupid like that. Back then there were rumors around high school that the Torres Cartel operated out of that neighborhood. I was freaked out, so I asked her what she was doing, but she told me not to worry about it; she was just going to score us some coke so we could have more fun.”
Brendan put a hand on her knee when tears formed in her eyes. She shifted around to sit right next to him, so he instinctively put an arm around her and drew her close. Kim rested her head on his shoulder as she fought off the strong emotions trying to escape.
“She parked her car in between two houses, in the shadows, so that no one would see us, she said. Her dealer and his buddy grabbed her and dragged her towards their house. She screamed and I jumped out of the car screaming, too, but no one paid any attention. In that kind of neighborhood, this crap happens a lot, I guess. One of the guys grabbed me, too, and bent me over my sister’s car.”
Kim paused and stroked away a few renegade tears.
“He started pulling on my pants, pulled them so hard that the button on the fly popped right off. His hand was everywhere, and I hated it so fucking much, but I just couldn’t get free. I could feel him pressing against me, but I couldn’t think of how to get away. When he fumbled with my zipper, I heard a thump and felt the bastard fall away.”
She pulled back from Brendan and looked at him.
“It was Grant. Grant was standing over the man, holding a bloodied baseball bat. He roared like an animal and pummeled the guy messing with Michelle. He could’ve stopped at that point, but he didn’t. He battered the shit out of those assholes, and you know what? I didn’t even care. Grant put us in the backseat of Michelle’s car and drove us to the park, where we sat and talked things over for a while before he drove us home.”
“Why have I never heard this story before?”
“Because we all agreed not to talk about it. Ever.”
“Why not? Those jackasses should’ve gone to prison for what they did.”
“We didn’t want to implicate your brother. He probably killed those men, but he saved us and we owed him more than we could repay. That was when Michelle got clean. She got in a program and fell in love with Grant. It was a perfect little ending to that screwed up story. And I’ll never forgive Michelle for taking me to that godforsaken place.”
Kim wiped at her eyes again. “I’m sorry, I’m not usually like this.”
“You’ve got nothing to apologize for. You were a victim, Kim. Didn’t you ever talk to anyone about this? A therapist, a counselor, your mom?”
She laughed mirthlessly at the last suggestion.
“No, you’re the first person I’ve ever told.” She leaned in close on his shoulder again. “I was serious when I said I want to get comfortable with you. That’s how much I mean it.”

Chapter 28

“Did you ever get shot?” Kim asked on the long drive back to town. “Hey, what’s so funny?”
“Nothing,” Brendan replied, suppressing his laughter. “It’s just that there are always two groups of people,” he said, watching the sun dip down as night came on quick. “Scratch that. There’s really three groups. The first group don’t want to ask me anything about my time in the Marines. That’s people like my mom. They all have their reasons, and most are noble, like not wanting to induce PTSD and crap like that.
“The second group always want to know how many people I’ve killed, and a special segment of that group wants to know how I did it and what it was like. Those are the folks you want to steer clear of.”
“And the third group ask you if you got shot?” Kim asked.
“That’s right. Good job,” Brendan said, genuinely impressed. “I like to think that small group of people care about my wellbeing, and that’s where the question comes from.”
“I’m glad you’re still around.” She took his hand in hers over the center console. Her soft hands felt nice, but not so delicate that he worried about squeezing too hard or anything. “So answer the damn question,” she insisted.
“I didn’t get shot, but I did take a rock chip in my left shoulder. It would be kind of hard to show you the scar right now, since I’m driving and all.”
“You can show me later.”
Brendan had never pretended to be a smooth operator, or to understand the gentler sex, but even he was receiving the signals loud and clear. Kim was pretty, nice, and not stupid, and those were all positives in his book. Unfortunately, the misguided debauchery with her older sister hovered like a dark cloud over the space between them. Was it unfair not to tell Kim about it? Opening that can of worms was dangerous for a number of reasons, chiefly that she’d probably go telling people and Grant would find out. The next time Brendan saw his brother would be from the wrong end of a revolver, and that didn’t really seem worth it.
“You want to stop at Trish’s on the way home?” he asked.
“I really hate that place.”
“Got any better suggestions?” Like her apartment?
“We could go to the Tavern.”
“I haven’t even heard of that place. Is it in Shallow Creek?”
“Yeah, it’s a newer bar not that far from my mom’s house,” she explained. “They try to be all Irish, but I doubt any pubs in Ireland keep three light beers on tap.”
“Those aren’t even beer in this country, if you ask me.”
“What do you like to drink?”
“Shiner, mostly, but I’ll drink most beers in a pinch,” he replied. “What about you? Fancy cocktails?”
“Yeah, sure. Try to find me a fancy cocktail anywhere in our little town,” she said. “I settle for a vodka tonic most of the time.”
“I’m not going to lie, I really hate vodka.”
“Then don’t sip my drinks.” She smiled, and the twilight shadows gave her a dazzling, yet mischievous look.
They arrived in town in the evening, with the sun already long gone. Kim provided concise directions to the Tavern, holding Brendan’s hand the whole way. Driving an automatic transmission definitely had its perks. Shifting manually all the damn time would’ve interrupted their physical bond as soon as they got off the state highway.
Just like Kim had described earlier, the bar owner had gone in for the Irish crap in a big way. The front fascia of the place had “The Tavern” illuminated in gaudy green neon stretching across the length of the building. Brendan had been here before, but it wasn’t a bar back then. He couldn’t remember the name of the old place, but he mentioned it to Kim.
“Yeah, it used to be a family restaurant,” she said. “You know, one that pretended we still live in a dry county.”
“Is that why it didn’t last?”
“No. The food sucked.”
“Fair enough.”
Brendan held the door open and waved Kim through in as regal a manner as he could muster. They hadn’t even made it up to the bar before a random guy stepped in front of them with a bad attitude written all over his face, just above a series of leathery burn scars.
“What are you doing here with this guy?” the stranger demanded of Kim.
Brendan stepped up beside her.
“Watch how you talk to the lady.”
Kim put a hand on Brendan’s arm and shot him an exasperated look. “Don’t worry, it’s just Brice.”
The ex.
“Okay, Brice, how about you move on?” Brendan urged. “I’m sure you’ve got friends here that miss you already.”
“Funny you should say that, Brendan,” Brice said with a smugness ripe for a punch in the face. Brendan immediately tensed up as he realized this punk knew him somehow. “You’ve moved on pretty fast yourself.”
“What is he talking about?” Kim asked, confused.
Brendan had a good idea from the shitty look in the guy’s eyes. Kim had mentioned this tool lived in Michelle’s neighborhood.
“We should go,” Brendan said, taking Kim’s hand.
“No, you should go,” Brice said, obviously loving every minute.
Would Kim forgive him if he pounded her ex unconscious?
“Brice, what’s going on here?” Kim asked again.
“Your new friend here left your sister’s place yesterday morning,” Brice said. “Real early in the morning.”
“So what? They’re old friends.” God bless her for defending him, but Brendan had a nasty premonition about where this was going to end up.
“It’s not weird that an old friend would stay over when her husband’s out of town?” Brice asked.
“That doesn’t mean anything. It’s not like they slept together.”
Kim looked him right in the eye in that moment, and Brendan just couldn’t keep his face as deceptively neutral as it needed to be. How had years of interrogation training not prepared him for such a simple lie?
It was game over.
“Oh my—”
The last word was muffled by Kim snatching her hand from Brendan’s and covering her mouth. Was it too late to smash Brice’s teeth in?
“Are you fucking kidding me, Brendan? After all this shit with you pretending to like me?”
“That was yesterday.” Brendan knew it was lame, but he didn’t have any other legs to stand on.
“Oh, so that makes it okay? No, don’t answer that. We’re done here.”
And there she stood, arms folded tight, chin up, but wavering slightly. He’d really done a bad thing here. She’d liked him and he’d let her down right as she’d dropped her guard.
“I can drive you home—”
“You are nuts if you think I’m getting back in that truck with you. You need to go.”
This was music to Brice’s ears. He perked up as he probably figured his odds of scoring just skyrocketed.
“Fine, just do me a favor and don’t sleep with this limp dick junkie.”
“You don’t get to tell me what to do.” She turned and stomped off towards the brightly lit restrooms.
“That was a dick move,” Brice said, now that the two men were alone.
“You just made a big mistake.” Brendan lunged towards the smaller man.
Brice backpedaled into the bar so hard that he knocked a few shot glasses clean off the backside with his flailing arm. Before Brendan could say anything else, the bartender, a graying old man with a funny Irish hat on, came to say he’d call the cops if Brendan so much as touched one of his best customers.
It wasn’t worth the trouble. Brendan backed down and stormed out into the night.

Chapter 29

A second set of fifty pushups drew to a close and Brendan was still pissed. He’d spent most of the night tossing and turning and punching his pillow, but now even his old trick of working out to vent the frustration had little effect. Normally after one hundred pushups all anger and consternation fled with the rest of his pent-up energy. Apparently this was all too heavy to wash away with physical exertion. He sat with his back against the wall and banged his head against it.
He’d already beaten himself up mentally over whether or not he should’ve tried harder to lie to Kim and defend his name. The back and forth was fruitless, though. At the end of the day, she needed to know, so it was probably best to get it all over and done with now, rather than breaking her heart even more at a later date.
But more importantly, how the hell did Brice know about Brendan staying over with Michelle, yet Grant apparently still had no idea? If Brice was so willing to tell Kim about it, surely he’d told others.
Man, he should probably just pack up his things and leave town again. This could get real ugly, real fast.
There was still the slim possibility that his brother really didn’t know. If so, then maybe it was a perfect opportunity to skip town. Why stay on the beach when the category 5 hurricane is roaring past the seawall? The smart money was on leaving.
Brendan snuck out of Grant’s old room and scoured the house looking for his mom’s phone. Eventually he found it wedged between one of the couch cushions and the armrest. His phone didn’t have Grant’s number in it, but his mom’s would. He touched the button to light up the screen and wasn’t prompted for a password. That made sense; his mom would never be able to remember a password anyway, so why bother?
The secondary benefit of using his mom’s phone to call his brother was that Grant wouldn’t screen a call from his dear mother. Brendan touched the screen to initiate the call, and then waited through a few painfully long rings before his brother answered.
“Hey Grant. It’s Brendan.”
“Oh, hey there,” Grant said amiably enough. “Good to hear from you, but I’m kind of busy right now. I’ve got to get a bunch of stuff packed for this road trip. Customers hate it when I’m late.”
“Sure, okay.” Brendan felt relieved for the first time in twelve hours. “When are you leaving?”
“In a few hours, around noon probably,” his brother said. “Why?”
“Why what?”
“Why do you want to know?” Brendan had no reply to that. “Do you need help with something? I can push the time back a little if I need to.”
“No, no. Nothing like that,” Brendan said hurriedly. “Was just curious, that’s all.”
“Okay, man. Cool. You still going to be in town when I get back?”
“Unless you’re heading to the Arctic or something, I should still be here.”
“Sounds good. I’ll see you later.”
With that, Grant ended the call and Brendan collapsed onto the couch. He now had two options. Either he could bail out of Shallow Creek and wait for his family to be ripped apart by this inevitable drama, or he could keep pushing on with his meth investigation. Regarding the latter, he didn’t have much to go on. Kim suspected that Grant had a hand in it, and the fact that he made a legitimate career out of peddling chemicals seemed so obvious that it couldn’t possibly be true.
Grant had mentioned he had some customer visits to make in a few hours. Brendan hadn’t tailed anyone in a while, and this seemed like a good opportunity to refresh his skills. Hell, the activity might help clear his overburdened mind. And what was the harm? Grant was probably doing exactly what he’d said, dropping in on his clients.
And if not? If his brother wasn’t the freaking angel that everyone thought he was, would that lessen the blow on Brendan when the shit finally hit the fan? Wishful thinking, but it was enough to get Brendan off the couch and hunting for his pants and a clean shirt.
As he dressed, he ran through a few options in his head for how to proceed. Grant would probably recognize Brendan’s truck, since he saw it at the bar on Sunday night, so he’d need to get some new wheels. The family vehicles were all out of the question, and he didn’t really know anyone else well enough to ask to borrow their car or truck for an undisclosed purpose, so that left him needing a rental car. There were only two such establishments in town that he knew of, so he pulled out his phone to search the Internet for more information.
He just hoped he wouldn’t have to take a crappy little rental Hyundai off-road.

Chapter 30

The non-smoking rental pickup stank of stale cigarettes and staler body odor. Each little bump in road flustered the worn-out shocks and twisted chassis into an orchestra of creaks and thuds. This Ford Ranger had certainly seen better days, but it hadn’t given Brendan any serious grief yet.
That said, umpteen passersby had stopped to ask if he needed any help. An ailing old truck sitting at the side of the road with the hood up wasn’t that uncommon around town, but Brendan had forgotten this was the kind of place where people would actually stop to offer assistance. As he waited for his brother to pull out of his neighborhood through the only exit, Brendan now worried he’d attracted too much attention already. He definitely had a lot to learn about being slick in the civilian world.
After convincing the eighth Good Samaritan that he had his broken-down truck under control, Grant’s shiny new red pickup eased out onto the road. Brendan slammed the hood down and jumped in, stumbling around in his haste to get the vehicle in gear. Of course the only one the rental place had left was a stick shift. Why wouldn’t it be? Brendan hadn’t driven one in about five years, but it came back to him one jolty gear change at a time.
Brendan followed Grant as the road out of town merged onto the highway. At lunchtime on a Tuesday traffic flowed at a reasonable pace, so the Ranger didn’t stick out like a sore thumb as Brendan managed his distance. For the sake of this surveillance exercise, Brendan assumed Grant was dirty. As such, he’d probably be fairly vigilant for tails, so riding his bumper wasn’t the best plan.
Grant’s right turn signal blinked on about thirty minutes later. Brendan started slowing down way early, trying to build the gap between them. The red pickup disappeared from view behind a row of tall bushes lining the road. By the time Brendan made the turn, Grant was a fair ways down the perfectly straight pavement. A number of small farms and ranches zipped by on either side as Brendan kept his distance.
A work truck pulled out in front of him, providing some cover between him and his brother. Not even half a mile later, the random truck turned onto a dirt road and disappeared in a cloud of dust. Up ahead, Grant’s brake lights flashed on and he subsequently whipped onto the next turnoff.
It had been a dry year, Brendan guessed, because he didn’t need any fancy radar or satellite assistance to track his brother. The plume of brown dust spewing from the truck’s tires could be seen a mile away. Unfortunately, that the trick went both ways. Grant could see him too if he chose to turn around.
Brendan pulled over at the end of the paved road and waited. These little country roads typically didn’t lead to many different places, so chances were good he’d be able to work out Grant’s location without too much trouble.
While he sat idle, his brain still spun. Grant had said he did a lot of customer site visits. Well, these farmers were probably his customers, so that story more than likely held water. On the other hand, if someone wanted to participate in illegal activities, there weren’t many spectators or witnesses out here in the sticks.
One man’s paranoia was another man’s common sense, and now that Brendan saw the lay of the land, perpetrating a drug deal in the middle of nowhere made a lot of sense.
He got out of the truck and stood up on the rocker panel to get a view over the top of the short trees blocking his view of the dirt road his brother was traversing. Well off in the distance he saw the cloud of dust shift and head to his left. The small pair of binoculars he’d stolen from his dad revealed the roof of a big barn off down that way, so Brendan guessed his brother was heading there.
He didn’t have to wait long for his suspicions to prove correct. The dust cloud settled over by the buildings. They stood probably a solid three miles from his current location, and there was no way he was driving his rental down there. They’d see him coming immediately, if anyone cared to watch. Instead, he got back in his truck, drove past the entrance to the side road, and then ditched the truck behind some big bushes sitting just back from the pavement. He’d hidden vehicles more proficiently in his past life, but honestly, the traffic on these little farm roads was light enough that he doubted anyone would notice it, and even if they did, why would they care? It was out of plain sight for anyone approaching from the same direction Brendan had come, and that was the only way in from the main highway.
His boots crunched loudly on the caliche as he jogged down to where he estimated his brother had turned off. The noise stood out like a fart in church, but he knew it was just an illusion caused by the prodigious silence. The lack of ambient sound really got to some people, but these country folk relished it. Moving to the city would be like having elephants trample through their house all day long.
It was a nice day for a jog, but the dry dust eventually clogged his throat. His time in the sandbox now seemed even better spent. Who’d have thought running around in Desolation, Afghanistan would help him sneak up on his brother in the middle of Nowhere, Texas?
He found the turnoff easily since it was the only turn, right where the road dead-ended. A peek around the tall grass running along the barbed wire fence revealed a straight shot up a dirt road to a large barn and a farmhouse. Both were offset to one side of the road, so he could probably get halfway down the path before he needed to climb the fence and cut through the fields to avoid detection.
Ah, to hell with it. He darted across the road entrance and hopped the fence into some tall, dried grass. Apparently the landowner didn’t keep up with his fields, because even Brendan could tell they looked rough and neglected. He trudged along, keeping low to the ground, and staying close to the fence, which gave him an easy reference point for his location.
When he eventually ran out of field and found himself looking at the barbed wire fence dividing his field from the buildings dead ahead, he paused and counted six vehicles, including his brother’s truck. That meant quite a few people were around. He couldn’t see or hear any, which was strange, because the place wasn’t that big. A shiny new tractor stood at attention outside the main doors to the barn, but it didn’t even look used.
Brendan kept watch from a low crouch until he was satisfied no one was outside. After taking a few steps slowly away from the fence, to get more grass cover in front of him, Brendan cut to his right and then followed the fence around to get a view of the back side of the barn. All was clear, so Brendan settled in to wait, something his time in Force Recon had taught him well. The first time they’d done extended reconnaissance training, him and a buddy had traded twelve-hour shifts for days, lying perfectly still, not even moving to piss. And all they had to do was watch. Most people would think that was easy enough, but try watching the same damn thing for twelve-hours every damn day.
Afternoon gradually turned into evening, and finally Brendan spotted someone. A lone man exited a small side door near the back of the barn and lit a cigarette. He stood close enough that the faint hints of secondhand smoke eventually reached Brendan’s nostrils. After a few rapid puffs, the man ground out his nicotine fix on the ground and went back inside. When the door opened, Brendan didn’t see any kind of internal locking mechanism, not even a latch for a padlock, like the outside of the door had. Over the next few hours, while night drew close, the same man repeated this process every fifteen to twenty minutes. Having established this routine, Brendan skirted around so that now he was looking directly at the back of the barn.
From this perspective, Brendan had a clear view of the space between the farmhouse and the barn. No electrical cables ran overhead between the buildings, so either they’d taken the extraordinary measures to bury them, or they hadn’t hooked up any power in the barn. That would mean no alarm inside the barn either, unless they used a battery-operated, wireless setup.
Brendan lay down in the grass and waited for night to fall completely, praying no copperheads or scorpions decided to check him out. Humbly asking his brother to call an ambulance for him wouldn’t look too good right now.

Chapter 31

Brendan stifled a yawn and listened to the steady rhythm of the crickets weaving a symphony of monotony on this cool Texas night. Initially he’d thought this stakeout would be fun and nostalgic, but now he remembered it was never that fun as a Marine either. Even the modest temperature drop had him wishing he’d worn something more insulated than a long-sleeved flannel shirt. Another ten degrees or so and the crickets would probably die off, too.
He yawned again and closed his eyes for a second, resting his forehead down on his arms. Sound sleep had evaded him for days, but now fatigue assaulted him relentlessly. Wouldn’t it be funny if his peaceful snoring gave up his position?
No, probably not.
The smoker hadn’t appeared in about an hour, which was a mild concern considering how regular the guy had been for hours on end. It could be that he ran out of smokes. Depleting your supply this far from civilization probably meant facing a night of withdrawals and irritability, so at least one person was going to be a crabby bastard if Brendan ran into them.
Brendan’s head jerked up suddenly. Crap, how long had he been asleep? His last watch check had been an hour ago, so no more than that. Everything looked the same, but now he could hear muffled voices from inside the barn. A light came on above a door on the opposite side of the barn from the smoker’s door. The voices grew louder now. The door swung open and seven men exited, talking and laughing like a group of guys not too worried about being watched. Lots of jokes and chants for beer flowed between the men, so apparently quitting time had arrived at long last.
One man waited until the rest cleared out of the barn, and then closed the door and padlocked the latch. From the light shining above the shaved head, Brendan easily recognized the giant he knew only as Serge. Maybe he should’ve been surprised, but he wasn’t. He’d cultivated a hunch about that man ever since their encounter with his sister. At least now Brendan had some vindication for deciding to spend the night under the pretty Texas stars with all his favorite critters.
The gaggle of laughing idiots slowly made their way into the farmhouse, and Serge followed them stoically. Lights flared all over the inside of the long, ranch-style building, illuminating the whole yard through the windows. Silhouettes walked back and forth for a few minutes, but eventually movement was only visible at two large windows at the far end of the house. Brendan guessed that was the kitchen or living room, which would be the most common places for a bunch of dudes to congregate when beer is involved.
The walls of the house must’ve been substantially thicker than those of the barn, because Brendan couldn’t hear a thing now. He waited for fifteen full minutes to see if anyone from the house would run out to the barn because they’d forgotten something, or to see if anyone was still left in the barn and would leave to join their buddies.
Brendan burst from cover, staying low to the ground and keeping the barn mostly between him and the house. He kept eyes on the main entrance to the farmhouse, in case someone had found their reserve cigarettes and needed a hit. Once against the back wall of the cheaply made barn, Brendan slid down the corrugated siding towards the side door he knew to be unlocked, the one the smoker had used earlier.
Despite his strong suspicions that the door wouldn’t be locked, Brendan breathed a sigh of relief as he slowly drew the door open. That done, he gently closed the door and then bolted back over the fence, leaping the barbed wire in a single bound and fading into concealment.
And nobody appeared. Apparently there really wasn’t an alarm system in place. Brendan cautiously made his way over the fence again, using one of the posts for balance. After successfully not snagging his pants on the barbs, he glided across the dirt and reopened the door. Inside, all the lights were off, so Brendan pulled a small LED flashlight from his pocket and ran it around the room before shuffling in and gently easing the door closed behind him.
It was difficult to get a full impression of the place with his small light, but after a few minutes of roaming around, he didn’t see anything of note. In one corner of the barn lay a jumbled stack of hay bales, but the rest of the barn floor was clear, except for some stainless steel hoses and hose clamps lying off to one side.
Brendan found a ladder leading up to a loft. He carefully ascended, his boots noiseless on the rungs. At the top, he peeked over the edge with his flashlight to find an expanse of industrial-looking plastic bottles. Someone had taken all the labels off, but they’d stored like colors together, forming groups of white, blue, red, and pink jugs all over the place.
After finishing a perimeter check from the top of the ladder, Brendan turned his light to the center of the room and noticed a small U-shaped protrusion sticking up in the middle of the concrete floor. He padded down the ladder and approached the oddity cautiously. When he got closer, he could make out an incredibly thin set of hinges running along one side of a camouflaged door set in the floor. The hoop sticking up looked like something a padlock would go through, but there was no mechanism to keep the door closed.
A boot crunched on the gravel by the side door. Brendan’s heart tried to escape his chest by jumping up into his throat.
“Oh, shit,” a muffled voice said. “I forgot to lock the other door. Boss will kill me if he finds out.”
“Don’t worry about it. Just go round there and fix it now,” said another voice. “I won’t tell him if you don’t tell him I drank the last beer.”
The first voice laughed and someone walked around the back of the barn.
With no time to spare, Brendan grabbed the hoop on the trapdoor and raised it up. He noticed the door was actually very thin metal of some kind that had been painted to match the concrete. Someone fumbled with the locked padlock on the side door as Brendan made his choice.
He slipped down a flight of concrete steps and lowered the trapdoor silently.

Chapter 32

Realizing time was at a premium, Brendan crouched on the stairs and quickly ran his light through the extensive basement. Fearing his new friends would come down here for some reason, Brendan scooted to the bottom of the steps. His boots splashed in something, but he didn’t have time to check it out. He ran down the length of what looked like a commercial kitchen. At the end of this long aisle stood a wide, stainless steel gas range. Brendan ducked behind it.
He killed the flashlight as soon as he heard the barn door creak open. He reached for his knife when the drowned-out voices suddenly became clear.
They’d opened the trapdoor.
“Dude, we didn’t install the lock for the kitchen door,” came one voice.
“Shit, do we really have to do that tonight?” asked the other, whom Brendan now assumed was the smoker from earlier.
“Normally I’d say no, but Jasper was in a pissy mood earlier. Probably would cut our balls off if we forgot.”
“Yeah, and so was Serge. Don’t know what crawled up his ass, but I guess we shouldn’t piss him off either.”
The door closed again and the two voices drifted away, now nothing more than a mumble to Brendan’s ears, but they’d already said enough. Was Jasper here? Was it too much to ask for a little alone time with that bastard who’d help jump him and Michelle behind Trish’s? For some reason Brendan had figured Mohawk was the pack leader, but maybe this Jasper character was the real enforcer.
Left alone in the dark while the two upstairs drilled the lock’s latch into the concrete, Brendan now noticed a smell that was growing with time. It was eerily familiar, but he couldn’t place it.
He crept back along to the stairs, knowing that he couldn’t let these guys lock him down here. What difference would it make if they found him now, or inevitably later? He could probably burst out from the basement and take both of them out before either could even scream. Earlier when he’d seen them leave, no one was obviously wearing or carrying a weapon. That didn’t mean there weren’t any, but they probably didn’t have any at the ready.
The drills continued to drone as Brendan reached the steps. He mounted the first one as the drills stopped suddenly. A gut-wrenching click was followed by one of the men saying, “Done.”
Frantic now, Brendan realized he’d missed his chance. Banging on the door now was just going to bring a world of hurt down those stairs. His only chance now would be to wait out the night and hope only a couple of these guys came by first thing in the morning to start work again, whatever that “work” was.
He listened dejectedly as the men left and locked the barn’s outer door. After it was clear that they’d really left this time, Brendan clicked his flashlight back on and inspected his new accommodations for the night.
As he’d suspected from his first brief glance at the long, rectangular basement, it was a kitchen. Everything was stainless steel: all the appliances, all the countertops, and all the storage bins. He was no expert, but he now wondered if people really meant it when they said meth was cooked. If it was cooked, then it would need a kitchen. If it needed a kitchen, then this was it, even if the sterile scene looked nothing like the haphazard meth setups he’d seen on the Internet. This long basement even had huge ventilation ducts and a sprinkler system.
The faint scent that continued to permeate the whole place suddenly became apparent when Brendan saw series of gas outlets along both walls. These idiots had installed active natural gas lines and hadn’t capped them properly.
In a panic, Brendan ran down each side of the kitchen, checking each valve was in the off position. They were.
He followed any exposed hoses and pipes to the places they disappeared into the concrete walls, looking for more valves to shut off. There were none.
Now his head started to hurt. Brendan staggered back to the stairs and climbed up right beneath the trapdoor. He pushed up on the door, and it had a little bit of play, but now he noticed the rubber gasket all the way around the edges. No fresh air could get in while the seal remained intact. Brendan produced his trusty knife and went to work. He sliced and poked at the rubber while the smell intensified.
Realizing his efforts had little impact on his situation, Brendan gave up on destroying the seal. Maybe there was something in the basement that he could use to pry the door open. His first expedition through the stainless steel nightmare hadn’t revealed anything, but he had to try again.
He jumped off the steps, landing in the puddle at the bottom. Both feet slid out from under him and the beam from his flashlight darted chaotically across the vented ceiling. His fall stopped abruptly when something cracked the back of his head with the force of a pissed-off mule. Stars filled the darkness as his eyes flittered open and closed, his body refusing to cooperate with his brain’s demands.
Did natural gas sink or rise in regular air? He wasn’t sure, but he didn’t care to move right now. He was just so damn sleepy.
The defeat didn’t even worry him. Suddenly all the stuff with Michelle and Kim and Grant floated away into a totally irrelevant place, some place that didn’t affect him at all. He wondered what would happen in the morning when Grant’s friends found him dead on the floor, but by that point, what was the worst they could do to him?
He allowed his eyes to close fully and embraced the thick blanket enveloping him.

Chapter 33

Brendan gulped huge bursts of air and tried to get up, but something heavy lay on his chest. He tried in vain to struggle against it, but he had no strength to resist.
“Okay, he’s awake,” said a strange voice. “Move him.”
His eyes refused to focus consistently as a dark view of shadowy figures blurred above him. Where the hell was he anyway?
Then he remembered the basement, the kitchen where his skull had lost a battle with a concrete step. That could only mean Grant’s buddies had found him. He lashed out with what little force he could muster, but strong hands easily grappled him into compliance.
A drum pounded furiously inside his skull, but he knew he had bigger problems now. What was his excuse going to be for why he was unconscious in a damn meth lab?
“Get the restraints on there,” said the same strange voice. He was pretty sure it wasn’t either of the guys who’d inadvertently locked him in the kitchen.
Straps wrapped across his chest and legs, locking all his appendages and rendering him totally useless. Escape wasn’t happening. Suddenly a bizarre combination of nausea and fatigue hit him all at once and he let his eyes sink shut.
The next thing he knew, he was floating across the ground, staring up at the ceiling of the dark barn. There was something stuck to his face, covering his mouth, but he couldn’t shake it off no matter how hard he tried. Then a beautiful night sky distracted him, framing silhouettes of random faces as they whisked him along.
They were taking him somewhere, probably thinking they’d captured an enemy combatant. Well, in fairness, they were partially right, even if Grant didn’t know the full magnitude of Brendan’s betrayal yet. This would be a really, really bad time for Michelle to confess her sins to her husband.
He closed his eyes and lost the night sky, but when he opened them again, all he could see was a white ceiling. The straps still pinned him in place, but now he bounced all over the place, and things rattled all around him. His head was secured, forcing his face upwards, but he could roll his eyes, which caught glimpses of a few people hovering around him, reaching around and grabbing things out of little cabinets.
A big red cross on the door to one cabinet suddenly clarified the scene. Why the hell would Grant’s men call an ambulance for him? His brain wrestled for an answer, but everything in his head was too murky to process.
A guy’s face loomed into view from his left side. He didn’t look happy.
“You’ve got a lot of explaining to do.”
And then Brendan blacked out again.

Chapter 34

The handcuffs were the first thing Brendan noticed when he woke up. Groggy and disoriented, he still quickly realized the cuffs fastened his wrists to each rail of a hospital bed. With that epiphany, he next wondered if he was being held prisoner in the Shallow Creek Med Center or not. It was the closest hospital to the farm, but he’d been out of it ever since they’d rescued him.
He tugged up on one cuff, rattling it against the thick plastic railing. Maybe rescued wasn’t the right word.
At the noise of the cuffs shifting, a nurse approached him carefully, like he was some kind of man-eating possum, and checked his vitals. When appropriately satisfied, she nodded to the cop standing by the door.
“Alright, son,” he said, moving his hand over his gun holster. “I’m going to uncuff you and let you get dressed. Don’t give me any trouble. My partner’s right outside the door and won’t hesitate to put a slug in you if you get crazy on me.”
The nurse removed Brendan’s IV and then left the room as the officer unlocked the cuffs both from the bed and from Brendan’s wrists. The restraints hadn’t been particularly tight, and he’d stayed pretty immobile the whole time, so he didn’t even have any redness or soreness as souvenirs. He stood up and immediately fell forward, catching himself against the wall. The nice officer hadn’t budged an inch to help him.
“Easy there, fella,” was all he got out of the cop.
Brendan removed the hospital gown and noted the staff had left his boxers on. Nine years spent in the Marines had revealed his junk to many people, so some folks would probably figure there was no harm in one more dude seeing his package, but civilian life was different. It wasn’t any kind of weird homophobic thing; it was just the way it was. Privacy was suddenly an achievable goal.
As soon as he’d got his pants on and pulled on his long-sleeved shirt, the cop ordered him to face the wall and put his hands behind his back. Brendan complied and the man slapped a pair of cuffs on him. He had to assume this was the hospital in Shallow Creek, so hopefully Kim wasn’t working the desk on this shift. Although, if she was, she already knew all about the customer in this room being held under police guard.
“Alright, big fella,” the cop said, urging Brendan into the hallway with moderate force. “You’re going to stand between me and my partner here, and you’re not going to give us any trouble. Am I right?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good. That’s what I like to hear.”
They marched solemnly down the hallway. The cops nodded to every patient and staff member they encountered. Brendan focused on staring straight ahead. Moving around so much promoted his headache to full-on marching band as he allowed his escorts to lead him through the small medical facility. At the front doors he checked the receptionist desk and saw three women manning computer terminals, none of them Kim, thankfully.
One cop stepped through the door and held it open for Brendan as he trudged through with the second cop in tow. The one holding the door had his free hand hovering over his pistol the entire time. Brendan considered his chances of escape as somewhere between nil and none. No amount of combat and evasion training would get him out of this predicament, especially in his current maligned condition, but circumstances were always in flux. Just because he was down now, that didn’t mean he was out yet.
The flashing lights of a county police cruiser greeted Brendan at the curb of the sidewalk. A pair of sheriff deputies exited the waiting vehicle, and the prisoner exchange went off without a hitch, resulting in Brendan resting uncomfortably in the backseat with his hands still cuffed behind his back.
“Sir,” he said politely as the cruiser pulled away from the curb. “Where are you taking me?”
“Shut up,” barked the driver.
“Sir, I’m not trying to cause any problems,” Brendan insisted. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”
The driver ignored him, but his partner leaned back. “If only I had a dollar for every time we’ve heard that line.”
“I’m really not wanting trouble. Are we going to the sheriff’s office?”
The passenger cop smirked a little at this.
“Yeah, we are,” he said. “But it’s not the sheriff you’ve got to worry about, son.”
“What do you mean?”
The deputy driving looked back at Brendan in the rearview mirror.
“You got bigger problems than Sheriff Troy today, young man,” he said. “DEA wants to talk to you.”
Brendan sank back in his seat.
“Yup. You’re screwed,” the other deputy added before turning away.
With the way things looked, he was probably right. Brendan stared out the window as their short trip to the sheriff’s office drew to a close.

Chapter 35

“I’m no expert,” Brendan said, rubbing his raw wrists, “but shouldn’t I have been read my rights at some point?”
The deputy who’d just removed his shackles smiled, but said nothing. The guy backed up into a corner of the interview room and watched Brendan intently. Brendan sat behind the plain grey table and stared into the giant mirrored wall. Was someone even behind that thing, or was the sole purpose to intimidate those under interrogation? He’d worked behind enemy lines in the sandbox, so he’d received ample training on resisting even the craziest tortures. These assholes didn’t stand a chance at flustering him.
The only door to the room opened and in strode the last person Brendan had ever expected to find here. She wore blue jeans, boots, and a plain white polo. Her long strawberry blonde hair was pulled up in a tidy ponytail. She took a seat opposite him, shuffled some papers on the table, and then dismissed the extra cop.
“Are you sure, ma’am?” he asked hesitantly.
“Yes, I’m sure. Thanks.”
The big man shrugged and exited casually. Now alone with this woman, other than whatever audience hid behind the two-way mirror, Brendan appraised her appearance and bearing while he waited for her to initiate the conversation. She wore almost no makeup, but she was pretty and still young enough to pull that off. No jewelry on her fingers, wrists, ears, or neck. Sitting across from Brendan didn’t faze her, at least not outwardly. She was a cool one, alright.
“Is Casey your real name?” he asked her.
She didn’t address him until she finished organizing her file, which took an excessive amount of time.
“I’m Special Agent Casey Spee with the DEA, working in conjunction with Sheriff Troy and his deputies,” she announced pleasantly, unclipping her badge from her belt and showing it to Brendan. “I have a few questions for you, but hopefully we can clear these concerns up without any hiccups.”
Her smile chilled the room. Brendan smiled back while suppressing his natural instincts to subdue her and then bolt out the door.
“You are Brendan Rhodes, correct?” she asked.
“Are you going to act like we’ve never met before?”
“Just answer the question so we can continue.”
“Have I been charged with anything?”
“No.”
“Then I’m leaving.”
He stood and took only a solitary step towards the door before she started talking. “You could do that, but I’ll have a warrant out for your arrest in an hour.”
Brendan paused at the door. Spee wasn’t grinning or lording this over him. She was every bit the consummate professional.
“It might be better to just clear this stuff up now, you know, to avoid all those legal problems later,” she said.
Resigned to his fate, Brendan returned to his uncomfortable plastic chair.
“You can have a lawyer present,” Spee continued. “Either your own, or we can provide a public defender.”
“I have nothing to hide, Casey.”
“You can call me Agent Spee, Mr. Rhodes.”
“You got it.”
“I’ll make note that you have refused representation.”
“You do that. Was all that shit about your sister true?”
“That was part of my cover.”
“I’m guessing this little revelation here means that you’re no longer undercover?”
“I’ll be asking the questions here, Mr. Rhodes.” Spee regarded her notes one more time before the fun began. “Why did my men find you locked in the basement of a barn that looked a lot like an upscale methamphetamine kitchen?”
“I followed someone out there because I suspected they were involved in the drug trade.”
“You didn’t answer my question.”
“I’d say I did.”
“If you want to prove your innocence in all of this, you’d better give me more than that, Mr. Rhodes.”
Brendan leaned back in the chair and crossed his arms. What did he have to lose at this point?
“Fine. I followed someone out there and staked the place out. When a crew of hostiles exited the barn, I snuck in and scoped the place out. A couple of them came back and pinned me in. I needed somewhere to hide, and the only place was the damn basement.”
“Not your best idea, I’m guessing,” Spee said.
“No, it wasn’t, but then I knocked myself out looking for the gas leak.”
“So you were overcome by fumes?”
“Uh, no,” Brendan said, reluctant to admit to his own clumsiness. He rubbed the bump on the back of his head, which stung at the slightest touch. “Not exactly.”
“But you say there was a gas leak?”
“If your men have half a nose between them, they can corroborate that easily enough. It probably stank up half the barn when they cracked that trapdoor open. I can’t have been down there that long before your troops showed up, otherwise I’d be brain-dead or something now.”
“So your story is that you followed someone out there, watched the barn until it was empty, entered the barn, and then got locked in the basement?” she asked a bit incredulously. “All because you thought they were involved in drugs somehow?”
“Yes, ma’am. That’s the long and short of it. Those bastards installed the lock while I was down there. I was setting up to break out and take them down, gently of course, when they got the padlock on there and trapped me.”
“Did they know you were down there?”
“No.”
“Are you sure?”
“I could hear them talking,” Brendan said. “They didn’t know I was there. My plan was to incapacitate whoever came to check on the place in the morning, and just hope only a couple of them came down.”
Spee tidied up her pages of notes and slid them into a manila folder. Very deliberately, she closed the folder and brought her gaze up to Brendan.
“Who did you follow out there, Mr. Rhodes?” When Brendan said nothing, she asked, “Was it your brother, Grant?”
Against his better judgment, a sense of brotherly loyalty held Brendan’s mouth shut.
“Would it surprise you to find out you’re the deed owner for that property, Mr. Rhodes?”
“Yes, ma’am. It would.”
“In that case, you should read this.”
With that, she opened her folder back up and leafed through it to find the document she desired. She turned it Brendan’s way on the table and slid it to him.
“As you can see, your name is featured prominently here, and has done since last year, about this time.”
Brendan didn’t bother looking at the piece of paper.
“That’s impossible,” he said flatly. “I was still enlisted.”
Spee retrieved the document and replaced it in her files.
“I’m well aware of that, but if we can’t come to some consensus on why your name is on the deed, I’m going to hold you in a cell until the answers magically appear.”
Brendan stared her down. “You don’t think I have anything to do with this.”
“And why is that, Mr. Rhodes?”
“Because if you did, you’d have arrested me already, or at least kept the cuffs on me.” He pointed at her files. “To a stupid person, this little detail would look like evidence, but anyone with two working brain cells could figure out I had nothing to do with this.”
“Mr. Rhodes, we found you locked in the basement of your own property, a property that we removed two unsavory characters from moments before finding you,” she explained. “What am I supposed to think?”
“You only caught two guys out there?” he asked.
“Yes, how many should we have caught?”
“I counted seven leaving the barn before I entered, but none of them were—”
He stopped talking before implicating Grant. Spee wasn’t about to let that end stay loose.
“None of them were what?” she asked. “But none of them were your brother?”
Still Brendan couldn’t answer that question. Spee sighed in response.
“Mr. Rhodes, your brother bought land in your name and built a meth lab on it,” she stated, much more aggressively than before. “That is what this looks like to me, because I’ve been investigating him for a while now. I don’t know what more motivation you need to wake up and accept your brother is a criminal, but I suggest you come to terms with it soon.”

Chapter 36

The situation was far from clear, but Brendan now had a sneaking suspicion that if Grant had doctored one legal document with his name, more were sure to follow. The bastard had probably plastered Brendan’s name all over the place either as a poorly thought-out decoy, or to implicate Brendan in everything and make his life that much more difficult. And he did it all with a brotherly smile on his face.
“How are you so sure Grant’s involved?” he asked.
“I’m not at liberty to discuss those details with you here,” Spee said, suddenly telegraphing all kinds of signals.
“Fine. I followed Grant out there.”
“What made you do that?”
“I spoke with some people in town,” he replied. “Some people who’ve had suspicions about Grant for a while.”
“I’ll need their names.”
“You already talked to Kim.”
Spee made a note. “Who else?”
“Doesn’t matter.”
“I need to talk to them.”
“I don’t care.”
“We’ll come back to that. What kinds of things are suspicious about Grant?”
“Same stuff Kim talked about at her apartment: The expensive vacations, all the nice stuff in their double wide.” Brendan sighed. “I know that doesn’t sound like hard evidence, but Michelle doesn’t work and Grant sells chemicals to farms. There can’t be that much money in it. Oh yeah, and he drives a damn nice new truck, too.”
“What do you know about Michelle?”
Brendan paused. What didn’t he know about Michelle? Thankfully his unfortunate love life wasn’t on trial here.
“Just that we were friends in high school and then she married my brother,” he said guardedly. “Not much other than that. I haven’t really seen her for the last nine years.”
“Okay, Mr. Rhodes. You suspect your brother because he lives beyond his means, basically?” Brendan had nothing to say to that. It was thin reasoning, to be honest, but deep down he knew he wanted Grant to be into illegal shit. He wanted to bring his brother down. “Lots of people rack up large amounts of credit card debt to live a lavish lifestyle,” Spee suggested.
“At the end of the day, it doesn’t matter why I checked him out, ma’am. He was there, and that’s enough justification for me.”
Spee regarded him for a moment. “One problem with your story is that Grant wasn’t at that farm,” she said. “And neither of the two men we picked up claim to have any knowledge of your brother.”
“You’ve already played the Grant card,” Brendan said evenly. “You suggested him as my target earlier, so you know he was there.”
“Very good, Mr. Rhodes,” Spee said with a nice smile. “But he still wasn’t there when we arrived.”
“Maybe someone tipped him off.”
She watched him closely, her eyes more grave now. “Maybe someone did. Like his little brother who showed up right before the cavalry rode in?”
“That’s bullshit, and you know it.”
“Do I?”
“Quit playing games. Why would I warn Grant? How would I even know the police were coming down on him last night?”
“Deputy Armstead is an old friend of yours, correct?”
“Marcus didn’t tell me shit about this. He’s the one who told me to quit snooping around and leave it to the DEA.”
“I’d take his advice, if I were you.” Spee shifted gears. “Why would your brother want to, allegedly, falsify titles under your name? Do you guys have a history?”
“How long have you been in town, Agent Spee? A month?”
“Long enough to hear some stories about the kid who ruined the town’s only shot at a State Championship run.”
“You spent much time in Texas?”
“That’s none of your concern.”
“Do you know how much high school football means to a little place like Shallow Creek? There’s not a hell of a lot else going on around here.”
“I get the gist of it,” she said.
“Then you should understand why my brother hates me.”
Someone rapped on the door and Spee went to answer it. Another plainclothes cop stood on the other side and beckoned her out. Without another word to Brendan, she went into the hallway and closed the door behind her.
What a joke this was. They obviously had nothing solid on him, he knew that much, but her mention of Marcus struck him as odd. If they were worried about a leak, he guessed the DEA would first look at the local cops assisting in the investigation. It was too easy to pin the blame on the other guy.
Spee marched back into the room, but didn’t take a seat. Brendan took this to mean he was about to be escorted from the room, either to a cell, or to the street as a free man.
“How did you get out to the farm?” she asked.
“I rented a Ford Ranger and stashed it in the bushes.”
“Okay. You’re free to go.” She held the door open and motioned for him to get out.
“That’s it?”
“Sure is. My associates found and verified the truck. Hiding the truck suggests you weren’t exactly invited out to the party last night.”
“Ain’t that the truth.” He stretched his stiff neck. “Can your associates return the truck for me? Would save me some time, and I don’t really want to be seen out in that area again.”
“Sure. I don’t really want to see you out there either.”
Brendan stood, but before he left, he had one more question. “Did the two guys you arrested see me?”
“No, I don’t think so. It’s possible they saw someone getting loaded into the ambulance, but you were surrounded pretty well, so I doubt they saw you.”
That was good enough for him. When he stepped past Spee, she put a hand on his shoulder to stop him.
“Just because they probably didn’t see you, doesn’t mean you should keep pursuing this little quest you’ve got playing out in your head.” Brendan said nothing. “It won’t end well. These people will kill you if they catch you. Let us handle it.”
“You guys have done a bang-up job so far.”
She didn’t rise to this, but passed him her card. “Call me if you think of anything else that can help. My cell number is on the back.”
“Sure thing, Casey.” Brendan pocketed the card and continued past her.
“Do I need to detain you for your own safety?” Spee called after him as he walked to the exit.
“No, ma’am,” Brendan yelled back, noticing Marcus coming in through the front door as he approached.
The two men crossed paths and made eye contact briefly. Brendan stopped and watched his friend stride right past him.
“Hey—”
But Marcus ignored him and kept on walking. Brendan took the hint and stepped into the West Texas sun.

Chapter 37

The percussion section camping out in Brendan’s head had lightened up while he’d watched his brother’s drug barn, but now they pounded away in full force. He gingerly probed the back of his skull, the pain a sharp reminder of his futile battle with gravity the night before. Inhaling a few gallons of natural gas probably didn’t help either. Brendan poured himself another glass of water from the filtered pitcher in the fridge.
The cool liquid froze his whole mouth as it flowed over his tongue and down his throat, a typical sign of dehydration for Brendan. He stared out the kitchen window into the front yard, watching nothing at all.
Other than the general thumping inside his skull, he wasn’t really the worse for wear. Most of his injuries incurred at the hands of Fisher’s crew had healed enough not to remind him of their presence every time he moved. And the recent knock to the back of the head hurt his pride more than anything. Trapped by a bunch of amateurs. Next time would be different.
Special Agent Casey Spee had warned him to stay away, to keep out of it. Leave it to the professionals. Well, that wasn’t going to happen, but he did need to reconsider his approach moving forward. Now that he knew his brother was heavily involved, or at least high enough up that his subordinates feared him, Brendan needed a strategy for their next confrontation. Those guys in the barn were genuinely frightened at the prospect of disappointing Grant, something Brendan knew far too much about. With a heavy sigh, he crossed to the back of the house and exited onto the porch, where a pair of wicker chairs stood guard next to a glass-topped table. He sat down and let his mind drift back to the worst days of his life.
How old was he back then? Fourteen? That made sense. Grant was about to start his senior year at Shallow Creek High School, and Brendan was making the transition into ninth grade. The year before that, the Shallow Creek Coyotes had crushed their regular season competition handily, but had faltered in their first playoff game, burning out painfully. Grant had wrestled a rare case of the flu in the days prior to that game, and it showed when he played so badly that the coach was forced to sub in the backup quarterback at halftime.
Grant had been devastated, but since he still had his senior season remaining, and enough other good players returning as well, redemption was all but assured. The whole town was thinking State Championship, and they weren’t quiet about it.
So when the school year started, the varsity football team held a party of epic proportions. In their minds, the championship already sat in the mostly empty trophy case at the school. They all met at a gigantic bonfire outside of town, fueled by the hungry flames and untold numbers of beer bottles. Brendan shouldn’t have been there at all, but as the superstar’s younger brother, no one would dare tell him to leave.
While he sipped his one and only beer that night, feeling lonely and out of place, despite his older brother’s insistence that they stay close all night, Brendan slowly grasped Grant’s intentions. The invincible quarterback didn’t want a younger brother there; he wanted a designated driver. Grant hammered that point home when Brendan reached for a second beer. His brother swiped it from his hand, telling him one was enough.
Six hadn’t been enough for Grant, so Brendan hardly thought two would break any arbitrary limits. In spite of his own feelings, he acquiesced to his brother, not wanting to ruin his fun on his special night. As the night dragged on, a drunker and drunker Grant got caught up in more and more of the festivities, leaving Brendan to hang around on the outskirts of the raging fire alone.
Another hour dragged by and finally the fire burned down and the alcohol ran out. Grant stumbled over to Brendan and inaccurately tossed him the keys. After a few minutes of digging around in the dark, Brendan produced the keys and helped his brother mount the step into the passenger side of his old beat-up truck. Brendan sat at the wheel for a moment before inserting the key and turning the ignition. He’d driven a few times out on the backroads with his dad, learning the basic concepts of handling a vehicle on the off-chance he’d need to drive one.
And now he had that chance.
Grant’s head lolled back and forth drunkenly as Brendan put on his seatbelt and turned the engine over. He remembered very precisely telling Grant to put his damn seatbelt on, but his brother had laughed this off and told him to start driving before he puked all over himself. Confident in his driving abilities, Brendan pulled into the stream of pickups fleeing the sputtering bonfire and headed for the highway. After a few more urgent requests from Brendan, Grant eventually, and sloppily, installed his seatbelt.
After a few miles on the state highway, the procession of vehicles started to break up, with teenagers making their turns to head to homes on different sides of town. Brendan followed along until his left turn appeared suddenly in the dark. Adhering to procedure, he flicked his blinker on and made a hard left into the gap in the wide median.
The next sequence of events always got a bit blurry for Brendan.
Grant punched him in the shoulder, hard. That much he remembered for sure. Brendan had turned to admonish his drunken idiot of a brother, and in doing so had failed to yield to the oncoming truck darting towards them on the opposite side of the highway.
The impact was so damn loud. That was what Brendan recalled the most. Grant’s pickup spun wildly and settled in the middle of the grassy median, engine dead and silent. He didn’t find out until later, but none of the other kids flying by on the highway stopped to help, or even to check on them. They’d all been terrified of parents or cops finding them drunk.
The only help came from the driver of the other truck, who’d managed to slam on the brakes just enough to not end up dead himself. He wasn’t from Shallow Creek. He was passing through on a late call to a land-based oil rig. Brendan couldn’t remember what he did, couldn’t even remember his name.
But he remembered his face.
His vision was blurred and he had that hopeless feeling of being lost, despite knowing exactly where he was. His brain quickly tried to churn through the options of what to do next, but all of them ended with a fourteen-year-old kid facing a world of trouble, and soon.
But the man hadn’t been pissed. He’d carefully helped Brendan from the battered pickup, and he’d set him on the grass before checking on Grant. The man had then immediately run back to his truck to call the fire department.
The next couple of days zipped by, but that didn’t mean they were easy. Grant suffered a shattered leg and a cracked pelvis in the wreck, landing him in traction. Brendan’s impotent claims that he’d been the one who’d forced Grant to put his damn seatbelt on satisfied no one, especially his own father. Yes, Brendan could admit even to this day that he’d screwed up that night, but he also took responsibility for saving his dumbass brother’s life.
At the end of a tough week, doctors ruled conclusively that Grant wouldn’t just miss his senior season, but he’d never play ball again. All eyes had turned to a lowly young teenager huddled in the corner of the room; a teenager who’d tested positive for alcohol in his system after a car crash. That whole thing was bullshit; he’d had one damn beer, but of course, that’s not the piece of information anyone cared to remember. As the story burned across town, his blood alcohol content doubled and tripled and more. The residents of Shallow Creek liked a good story, and they created one.
Brendan hadn’t cried at the announcement of his brother’s fate, but after the first day of school, with hundreds of disappointing kids relentlessly tormenting him, Brendan had broken down in his room, sobbing his heart out.
Surprisingly, his father had shown up. Brendan had braced himself for a beating, assuming that was the reason for his dad’s visit. Instead, Darryl Rhodes had instructed his son to man-up and accept the consequences of his stupidity. He saw no reason to discipline Brendan any further, since he knew how cruel his high school years would be, but by the same token he would not move the family to a different school just for his son’s stupid mistake.
Brendan and his dad enjoyed a strained relationship throughout high school, but it was nothing compared to the vindictiveness endured at the hands of his brother. Grant never really spoke to Brendan again, and definitely never defended him against the various forms of assault brought upon him at school. It all came to a head when Brendan started his own senior year.
The varsity football coach had made it perfectly clear Brendan would never play for him, so Brendan had given up on his passion early in high school. He saw no point in pursuing it if the ultimate goal was unachievable. Plus, the other players hated him, even the ones who’d never even met Grant. They all knew that Brendan had blown everything.
So Brendan had been confused when Grant showed up drunk one night, bitching him out about his senior season. As far as Brendan was concerned, he’d suffered enough for Grant’s ill-fated decision to let his fourteen-year-old brother drive all those years ago, but Grant was juiced up for a fight.
Grant beat Brendan mercilessly, leaving blood splattered on the kitchen floor. Brendan was a late bloomer and nowhere near strong enough to defend himself against the furious onslaught built up over three years. He’d curled up on the floor as his brother waylaid him for what seemed like forever before his dad rushed in and threw Grant across the room.
And Brendan didn’t say another word to his brother, even after he graduated and headed for the Marines.

Chapter 38

After reminiscing about the good ol’ days, water just wasn’t going to cut it. Brendan headed back inside to the fridge and grabbed a beer out of the twelve-pack that had survived a surprisingly long time. He cracked it open and took a seat at the small table next to the kitchen.
Had losing out on some meaningless high school football game pushed his brother into the drug business? It wasn’t like Grant was ever going to be a pro, or even a college star. Even Grant couldn’t be that delusional. Even if the dumbass thought that was his reason for indulging in meth, there was no way that was all there was to it. There had to be more.
And Brendan was the one to work out what that “more” was.
He sat and finished his beer in silence. When he started to wonder what had happened to his parents, his mother appeared through the front door with bags of groceries. Brendan dropped his empty bottle in the trashcan on his way to help her bring the stuffed paper bags in.
“Michelle and Grant bringing the family over again?” he asked as the last of the bags went onto the kitchen island.
“No, hun,” his mom replied. “I talked to Michelle earlier and she said she was taking Grant out on a hot date since he came back into town early.”
“That sounds nice.” Brendan unpacked some boxes from the bags. He had no idea where to put any of this stuff, but he needed a reason to hang around and ask a few more questions. “Did she say where they were going?”
His mom opened the fridge and started filling it up with the cold items.
“She said she’d booked a reservation at De Luca’s.”
“That old, nasty Italian place? People actually need reservations for that dump?”
“Oh, they remodeled about five years ago,” his mom explained. “It’s one of the nicest restaurants in town now.”
“It’s not that far from Trish’s Place, right?” he asked, still idly fumbling with the dry goods on the counter.
His mother wrestled a can of beans from his hand and carefully balanced it on top of two other cans in the pantry. “Not far at all, but then again, nothing’s really that far away in this town.”
And that made things a lot easier when surveillance was involved, especially on a solo op. It looked like Brendan’s next step had landed nicely in his lap, all thanks to dear old Mom. He wasn’t exactly sure what good following his brother around would do, but he could at least watch for third-parties involved.
He yawned long and hard.
“Where did you stay last night?” his mom asked, pausing in front of the open fridge, a jug of milk hovering in her hand.
“Uh, I met up with some of Grant’s old friends,” he said, blurring the truth ever so slightly. “Things got a little out of hand, so I didn’t want to risk driving home.”
“That was a good decision,” he mother said sternly. “But next time you need to call me and let me know where you are. I know you’re all grown these days, but I still worry when you don’t come home.”
“You’re right, Mom. I screwed up. It won’t happen again.”
His mom placed the milk in the fridge and closed the door. She walked up and gave him a brief hug before taking his hands and moving back a step, her round face looking up at his with moist eyes brimming with tears.
“It’s good to have you home.”
“It’s good to be home.”
“Be careful,” she said, releasing his hands.
Abruptly she returned to the task of organizing the groceries. Brendan stood stunned, his mother’s words penetrating far deeper than she’d intended.
Or maybe not.
“Okay, Mom. I will.”
She turned just enough to catch his eye.
“You look terrible, hun. Go take a nap before dinner.”
He yawned on cue and nodded as he left the kitchen.

Chapter 39

“Need anything else, hun?”
Brendan looked up from his phone.
“Sure. I’ll switch to water for this round, though.”
The bartender smiled, grabbed the two empty beer bottles from the table, and moseyed back inside the bar. Brendan zipped up his fleece a little higher and pulled his Texas Rangers’ baseball cap a little lower. A cold front had moved in during the afternoon and the temperature had plummeted with the sunset. Not too many patrons inhabited the fenced-off patio outside Gruff’s Bar & Grill, but enough sat around him that Brendan didn’t stand out.
Across the street, seated at a small table by the window, Grant and Michelle enjoyed a nice dinner for two at the new and improved De Luca’s. Judging by the expressions on their faces, the conversation had taken all the twists and turns that a married couple could jet through in a little over an hour. Laughter, anger, the threat of tears, and then more laughter. Brendan had selected a table next to the short fence, and had chosen a chair that didn’t directly face the restaurant, but did make it easy to peer over and around his phone to keep a close eye on his brother and sister-in-law. The poor lighting on the patio, and the generally high levels of drunkenness assured no one watching him casually would notice where he cast most of his attention.
A couple of times Brendan had thought he’d been made, but quickly realized that his paranoia was ramping up after some downtime. A guy strolling by with the gait of a police officer had stared him down, getting Brendan’s hackles up, but had only pulled in close to comment on his hat. The fellow Rangers fan wanted to shoot the shit about the recent failed playoff run and offered speculation on offseason trades. Not seeking any negative attention, Brendan had agreed with everything the guy said and sent him on his merry way.
About ten minutes after that encounter, a few rough-looking individuals had sauntered into Gruff’s and occupied a table on the opposite side of the patio from Brendan. One man in particular had kept tabs on Brendan, but they’d left without incident after chugging a couple of beers each. Nothing had happened, but Brendan was damn sure going to be on the lookout for those gentlemen when he made his next move.
Still tapping away intensely on his phone, Brendan caught sight of Grant closing out his bill. Now Michelle was standing and putting on a long coat. A few seconds later Grant was on his feet and leading Michelle to the door.
The bartender returned with Brendan’s water. Figuring he had a few seconds to burn before his brother hit the front door of the restaurant, he thanked the young woman, gave her fifteen dollars for the beers, and told her to keep the change. She smiled briefly and turned away quickly in the way that terrible waitresses often do moments after receiving payment. Customer service sucked these days.
Grant and Michelle headed down the street in the general direction of Trish’s Place, which was around the corner and down the block. Brendan waited until they took the turn, and then casually let himself out through a small gate in the patio’s fence. He jogged across the street before the light turned green that would allow the light traffic to cut him off.
As he rounded the corner slowly, Brendan wondered why he hadn’t noticed any DEA surveillance units around. If they cared so much about his brother, surely they were keeping close tabs on him, even on date night.
It took all of Brendan’s self-control not to stop, or even hesitate, when he noticed the unmarked cruiser parked on the other side of the street. Even if the make and model had not been so obvious, there was nothing discrete about the shadowy figure inside pointing a telephoto lens towards the only other people on the street: Grant and Michelle.
Brendan’s heart skipped a beat when a second figure in the car tapped the first on the shoulder and pointed at Brendan. The windows featured dark tint, so the movement was just barely discernible. The camera swinging in his direction illustrated that he’d been burned. Grant and Michelle turned up ahead, still aiming for Trish’s, so Brendan continued undeterred, marching past the police car on the other side of the street, wondering what his new friends would do.
He didn’t have long to wait. With a slight squeal of the tires, the black car darted from the curb and lurched to a halt next to Brendan. The driver side window slid down, revealing a guy Brendan recognized but couldn’t put a name to.
“Get in.”
“My mom taught me not to get into stranger’s cars unless they’ve got candy.”
Special Agent Casey Spee’s face leaned across the unknown driver from the passenger seat.
“Get in the fucking car, Mr. Rhodes.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Brendan muttered as he honored the request.
As soon as he closed the rear door, the driver edged the big car into the street. Spee grabbed the radio once they were underway.
“All units, Tumbleweed is moving to the rendezvous early,” she said into the handset. “Maintain positions and report new movements. Tumbleweed, out.”
“Cute codename, Casey,” Brendan remarked from the backseat, but Spee didn’t bite.
The rendezvous point turned out to be the rear lot of an abandoned grocery store. One giant floodlight provided the only illumination for the deteriorating building and the aging dumpsters. The unknown agent driving the car steered in close behind a crooked fence, blocking the view from the street, and put the vehicle in park, leaving the engine running.
Brendan decided to break the ice.
“Agent Spee—”
“What did I tell you?” She twisted furiously in the front seat to confront him. “What the hell did I tell you this morning?”
“You said I was free to go.”
“Don’t be a smartass. I told you to leave this to us. Do you want an obstruction of justice charge leveled against you?”
“No, ma’am,” Brendan said sullenly. Getting chewed out by an angry DEA agent hadn’t been in his plan for the night.
Spee closed her eyes and consciously inhaled a few deep breaths. When she opened her eyes, the seething fury had subsided, but only slightly.
“You seem to be on our team, Mr. Rhodes, but you’re really pissing me off here. We’ve got a target under surveillance, and I can’t have you screwing any of this up by hanging around your brother.” Brendan simply nodded, not wanting to commit to anything, especially not without a direct request. Spee sighed before continuing. “We’ve got inside information—”
“Casey, what are you doing?” the suit next to her demanded.
“What does it look like?”
“That you’re showing our hand to a person of interest. The SAC won’t like this.”
Spee pointed at Brendan. “You think he’s going to back down if I don’t explain we’ve got this under control? If he wanted to help the other team, we wouldn’t have found him trapped in their basement.”
“We don’t know that,” the other guy snapped out in a harsh whisper.
“I can hear you, buddy,” Brendan said. “I’m right here.”
“Shut up, kid.” The agent turned back to Spee. “This is not a good idea.”
Spee dismissed him. “Despite Special Agent Tyson’s disapproval, I know I can trust you, Mr. Rhodes. And in return for not locking you up, I want you to go home and stay there for a few days. Now might even be a good time to take a trip to the hill country or something. I don’t know, and I don’t care. I just don’t want to see your face again close to this investigation.”
“Okay.”
Spee shook her head. “Please promise me I don’t have to worry about you anymore.”
“I’ve got some personal reasons for wanting to take this guy down.”
“Your sister?” Spee asked. Brendan nodded, more than a little surprised. “Okay, let me tell you about my sister.”
Before she could say another word, Tyson huffed gruffly and stormed out of the car. The man took a few steps and then leaned against the fence while fumbling with a cigarette and lighter.
“Just ignore him. He’s had a bad day,” Spee said, watching him go.
“I thought you said the story about your sister was just part of your cover?”
“It was part of my cover with you, but not with everyone else,” she explained. “It’s a long story.”
“A true story?”
“Yes, a true story. Natalie, my sister, was in fact shot dead during a mugging at the big Exxon on the edge of town.” Her eyes adopted that faraway look that Brendan often saw in Marines recounting tragic tales from combat. “She was only passing through. Wrong place at the wrong time, and all that crap. One witness said the shooter had extensive burn scars on their neck, chest, and arms, poking out from under a ski-mask and wife-beater.”
Silence stuffed the inside of the car, which still vibrated softly to the beat of the idling engine. After a few moments of obvious introspection, Spee addressed Brendan again, her eyes on fire.
“That was six months ago. A month ago, I realized the cops weren’t getting anywhere, so I used some vacation time to go see my parents in Indianapolis.”
“But you came here instead?”
“Yes.”
“Now the whole posse is here, so I’m guessing you found something out.”
Spee grit her teeth, flexing the gentle curve of her jaw. “I found out who the shooter was.”
“Was? Did you kill him?”
“No, Scott Fisher and one of his goons did that for me when they found out I was onto him. His name was Josh Matthews. You know him?”
“The name is familiar,” Brendan said, not really sure. “But why kill him?”
“Because he led back to them.”
“He was part of the gang?”
Spee nodded.
“So what did you do that the police couldn’t? To find this guy, I mean,” Brendan asked.
The agent turned around in her seat, now looking out through the windshield. Her voice sounded lost in a distant place. “I had to do some things I’m not proud of.” She idly rubbed the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger. “Maybe once this is all over, if you still care to know, I’ll tell you over a beer or six.”
Brendan had nothing to say to that. Spee put her elbow on the window ledge and rested her head against her hand. “I shot a video of Fisher killing Matthews and used that to convince him to become my CI.”
“CI?”
“Criminal informant,” Spee specified. “I played the part of his girlfriend to get close enough to work a deal out. A deal where he gave up your brother as the real boss.”
“That’s why I saw you at the bar.”
“That’s why you saw me at the bar.” She suddenly twisted back around to face him. “My sister’s killer is dead, but the shitheads he worked for stole my vengeance. His death has unlocked this drug investigation, and I’ll be damned if your brother walks away from all of this. My sister deserves more than that. Grant’s gang killed her, so he’s going down,” she spat. “So, Mr. Rhodes, this is personal for me, too.”
“I didn’t know.”
“Not too many people do.” Spee heaved a loaded sigh. “She wasn’t a local, so I’m sure nobody around here remembers her.”
Brendan thought about that for a minute. “Is it weird that the DEA would let you work on a case involving your own sister?” he asked.
Spee didn’t immediately answer. Brendan could hear the gears grinding between her ears before she spoke. “They don’t know about the video, or the direct connection to Natalie.”
“Wow, that’s impressive. You just told your boss a guy randomly signed up to be your CI?”
Spee’s laugh had little humor behind it. “All he knows is that I had a one-night stand with a guy, and that guy saw my badge and freaked, spilling his guts.”
“Hopefully you didn’t really sleep with that asshole.”
Spee’s face darkened, ending that particular conversation. Brendan sat quietly and watched Agent Tyson smoke next to the car. What made all these women share their innermost turmoil with him? First Michelle bared her soul, and her body, to him, and then Kim dropped a bomb about almost getting raped, and now this chick from the DEA had told him all about the dead sister she blames Grant for. Life would be less complicated if everyone kept their own crap to themselves. Did they think he didn’t have problems, too?
“Mr. Rhodes, Brendan,” Spee said, reaching out to him with her eyes. “Please just walk away from this. This is serious shit. There was a bloodbath outside town about nine months ago that we’re sure is linked to all of this. We found a bunch of dead guys we suspect were part of the Torres Cartel, and those gentlemen aren’t exactly pushovers, and they were massacred.
“This isn’t some game, so if not for your own safety, then at least give us room to operate and investigate. We can’t afford to let this case fall apart because you keep intervening.”
“Maybe you’re right,” Brendan said absently, staring at the back of the driver side headrest. “I want this finished, and you’re promising me you’re close to ending it.” He met her gaze. “You don’t have to worry about me.”
“You said that earlier.”
“Well, this time I mean it. I’m not a cop. This isn’t my job.”
The admission hurt more than he’d thought it would. Accepting failure wasn’t part of his DNA, and now he was going to walk off into the sunset and let someone else take care of his problem. She was probably right, though. What would be the best case outcome for him if he kept pursuing his brother? Killing Grant and then spending twenty years in prison for it?
“That’s right,” Spee said. “Leave it to us.”
Brendan nodded and waited while she got out of the car and opened his door. Finally facing the crossroads of whether or not to keep going, he made the difficult choice to let it go. He slid out of the car, ignored the two agents, and skulked off towards the main road.
As he reached the corner, he glanced back over his shoulder to see Spee watching him stoically beside her unmarked cruiser. The crackle of the radio broke her fixation and she ducked back into the car.
That was it then. It was over.
He turned the corner and strolled to the main street, hands dug deep into his pockets. When he reached the intersection, a familiar black Dodge pickup flew around the corner, heading up towards the back of the grocery store. He couldn’t be sure, but it looked like the truck that had followed him and Kim out to the park the other day, before that whole relationship had failed impressively. Apparently the DEA had kept better tabs on him than he’d thought.
His sullen march towards his truck progressed unimpeded, but thoughts of Kim and the story she’d entrusted to him plagued him every step of the way.

Chapter 40

A loud pounding from downstairs roused Brendan from his fitful sleep. Rubbing his eyes, he rolled over and grabbed the small alarm clock, begging the display to show a reasonable time.
Two A.M.
Muffled shouting traveled up the stairs to his room, and the owner of the voice was not happy. Brendan rolled out of bed, pulled on some jeans, and then slipped on a pair of sneakers. Before walking out of the room, he turned and grabbed a clean shirt off a hanger in the closet. As an afterthought, he pocketed his cell phone, which had been charging for the couple of hours he’d slept. He could hear his dad yelling as soon as he cracked the bedroom door open.
“You have no right to do this,” his father protested. “This is an illegal search and seizure. You just wait till the sheriff hears about this.”
From the landing at the top of the stairs, Brendan had no view of the front of the house. He quickly descended and made the U-turn that left him on the far side of the living room, looking at a big man wearing a vest with a DEA logo. The man took a break from screaming at his father when his eyes locked onto Brendan.
“Get him!”
Two guys clad in full SWAT gear charged around their leader and rushed Brendan. Fighting the instinct to lash out at the pair, he held his tongue, knelt down, and put his hands over his head. Judging by the way everyone was acting, he assumed this was what they wanted.
Sure enough, they wrestled his hands down, yanked them up behind his back hard enough to lift him to his feet, and then cuffed him tightly enough to cut into his flesh. As their commander strode towards him, having waited until Brendan was properly restrained, Brendan started to wonder what the hell his brother had done to him this time.
“Brendan Rhodes, you are under arrest in connection with the disappearance of Special Agents Casey Spee and Mario Tyson,” the DEA guy said, his face less than an inch from Brendan’s. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford one, one will be provided to you.”
Brendan caught a glimpse of his mother breaking down in hysterics in the doorway to her bedroom. When his dad moved to comfort her, one of the SWAT guys made to motion him back, but good ol’ dad slapped the man’s hands away and pushed past to get to his wife, who’d crumpled in a heap on the floor. Brendan twitched involuntarily as the anger consumed him. In response, one of the men holding him drove the butt of his rifle into his side. His lungs emptied in an instant, leaving him on his knees, bent double and gasping for air.
“Stay down!”
“That all you got?” Brendan said, trying to suppress the convulsions in his chest.
“Bring him,” the leader snapped before turning quickly and power walking his way out of the house.
The goons in black forced Brendan up and prodded him onward as he continued to cough uncontrollably, still reeling from the strike. Shame stung him deeper than the butt of the rifle as he shuffled past his wailing mother, who lay inconsolable in her husband’s arms. Darryl Rhodes’ eyes narrowed when he shifted his gaze from his wife to his son. Brendan refused to break the demoralizing stare until his escorts shoved him on.
Outside stood the SWAT truck and a couple of cruisers, lights flashing. They’d been so kind as to leave their sirens off, but Brendan could see his parents’ neighbors watching from their lawns up and down the street. Just once he would’ve liked to not cause his parents so much grief. An unknown agent popped open the back door to one car and the SWAT guys guided Brendan into the backseat.
The car in front pulled away from the curb and Brendan’s vehicle followed suit. He shifted in his seat to see the SWAT truck sticking close behind. This was a hell of an escort, so obviously something huge had happened, but Brendan was damned if he knew the secret that everyone else seemed in on.
“What happened to Agent Spee?” he asked the two strangers transporting him to what he assumed was the sheriff’s office.
Neither man acknowledged him.
“Do I file the claim for my broken ribs with the DEA’s insurance, or the sheriff’s?”
And still nothing. These were pros, federal agents with explicit instructions not to talk to their quarry, not sheriff’s deputies like the punks who’d transported him from the hospital to the police station yesterday. How the hell had he ended up in the back of a police car for the third time in twenty-four hours?
As the journey wore on, Brendan’s meager two hours of sleep started to catch up to him. Despite the awkward position of sitting with his hands behind his back, his head still drooped forward of its own accord. Suddenly hands were on him and dragging him from the backseat. He processed all of this just in time to force his feet out in front of him, otherwise he’d have face-planted into the sidewalk outside the sheriff’s office.
His entourage cleared a couple of gawking deputies from the entryway and led Brendan to the same damn interview room that Spee had interrogated him in the previous morning. Once they had him situated in the familiar uncomfortable chair, everyone left except for the lead agent.
“I’m Special Agent Norman, and—”
“Nice vest. Worried I’ll shoot you?”
“I’ll ask the questions here.” The guy slammed his palms onto the same table Casey had used before.
“Do you guys take acting lessons for this, or does it come naturally?”
The man leaned closer, his heavy breathing the only noise in the otherwise silent room. Rancid breath from overdosing on dense coffee filled Brendan’s nostrils. The agent balled his hands into white-knuckled fists on top of the table. When Brendan refused to break eye contact, the guy stood straight up.
“What happened after Spee and Tyson picked you up last night?” he asked.
“Spee chewed me out for getting in her way and then sent me home.”
“What happened after that?”
“I walked to my truck and drove home,” Brendan said, his fatigue setting in again after all the excitement. “Why? What happened?”
The man cracked his knuckles impressively and folded his arms while he stood before Brendan. “You are the last known individual to see my agents alive, so I’d like to know what the hell happened.”
Brendan ground his teeth before responding. “When I was walking away, a black Dodge pickup flew by me, heading back up to where Spee was parked,” he said. “You know, behind that old grocery store.”
Norman stared at him for a moment, and then nodded to the invisible observers hiding behind the one-way mirror on the wall. “I think we both know who’s probably involved here.”
“Yup, and it ain’t me.”
“Do you have any idea where my agents would be taken?”
Norman was now calmly composed on the outside, but his voice cracked slightly. Brendan understood. If Grant had captured the agents three hours ago, every minute counted now.
“Check all the property listings under my name, since that’s the trick they used with the farm.”
“We’re already looking into your holdings, and any property owned by any of your family.” He briefly ground his palms against his temples. “Can you tell me anything useful?”
Brendan rolled his shoulders and popped his neck with a quick tilt of his head. “No, I can’t,” he said. “Can you get these damn cuffs off me now?”

Chapter 41

Brendan’s butt ached from sitting in the small wooden chair. Hailing from time when comfort wasn’t a primary consideration, this particular model featured a paper-thin cushion and sharp edges all round. He shifted his cuffed hands in his lap. At least they’d moved his hands to his front, and they’d definitely loosened the cuffs by a couple of clicks this time. Brendan sighed, leaned his weary head back against the wall, and closed his eyes.
But sleep never came, no matter how much he provoked it. His head drooped heavily, and it was tough to focus enough to hold it in one spot. He quickly approached that boundary beyond which drunkenness and abject fatigue merged into one and the same. Finally his eyelids accepted gravity’s gentle tug and closed firmly as his chin sought a resting place against his chest.
He jerked awake at the sound of Norman’s voice yelling at him from across the open space that served as both the sheriff’s office foyer and the DEA task force’s headquarters. The man’s words jumbled together and Brendan couldn’t make any sense of them. His eyes settled on the desk next to him where Agent Norman had earlier left a printout of a spreadsheet showing all the property owned by the Rhodes family. His mom and dad’s house was the only thing listed in their name, and only Grant’s mobile home showed up under his. Brendan’s name on the other hand came up with three hits. One he guessed was the farm he’d discovered a couple of nights ago. The other two were a mystery, but also looked like farm addresses.
“Answer me, damn it.” Norman grabbed Brendan by the shirt and pulled him close. The agent’s awful breath assaulted Brendan’s senses one more time, dragging him fully out of his sleepy stupor.
“Okay, okay,” Brendan insisted. “What is it?”
“Why didn’t you tell me you own a black Dodge truck?”
“I don’t. My Ford is green.”
Norman growled something unintelligible before shoving Brendan back into the wooden chair. Brendan watched as the lead agent snatched a piece of paper out of a nearby assistant’s hands.
“On this list of ten vehicles that you own, you’ll see right here an entry for a black Dodge pickup.” Norman thrust the crinkled paper into Brendan’s face. “Why do I keep finding your name everywhere I look in this investigation?”
“Because my brother’s an asshole.”
“You’ll have to do better than that.”
The piece of paper flew across the room after Norman crumpled it in a rage. Brendan refrained from needling the agent any further.
“Why did I just find a partially burned-out black Dodge with Agent Tyson’s blood on the backseat?”
“I don’t know.”
“I’d have thought a Marine would at least know how to torch a vehicle.”
“I do know how, so it wasn’t me.”
This admission gave Norman pause. “And why did I find a handgun with your name etched into the grip sitting on the floor?”
“I couldn’t tell you,” Brendan said. “I haven’t seen that gun in—”
“Save it,” Norman snapped. He pointed at Marcus, who’d been standing and watching the whole scene unravel. “You, take this man back to a cell and make sure he stays there.”
“Sir, doesn’t this seem a bit too obvious?”
Norman cut Marcus off with a violent shake of his arm. “You do as I say right now, Deputy. Got it?”
Marcus nodded glumly and muttered in the affirmative before leading Brendan from his perch to the holding cells. They rounded the corner, finding themselves completely alone; the cells sat empty this fine morning. Maybe that meant Brendan could catch some sleep finally.
“Man, this ain’t right,” Marcus whispered as they neared the cell doors. “I know you didn’t do any of this.”
“Tell me about it,” Brendan mumbled before an epiphany smacked him right in the face. He twisted around and Marcus let go of his arm. “I need to get out of here.”
His friend glanced over his shoulder briefly, obviously weighing his options. Surely their experience together at the warehouse proved Brendan wasn’t involved with Grant’s illegal activities. The decision was obvious before Marcus even opened his mouth.
“Okay, you’re going to punch me in the face and escape through the back, past the guard station over there. Greg’s up front helping that Norman asshole, so the coast should be clear.” Marcus fished his keys out and unlocked Brendan’s cuffs. He sighed deeply. “This is such a bad idea, but I know you’re not in on this. Do you at least have a plan?’
“I think I know where they are, but I don’t know the address yet,” Brendan said, getting giddy now.
Marcus pulled a cell phone from his back pocket and handed it to Brendan. He recognized it as his own immediately.
“This is it, man,” Marcus said as the cuffs fell away. “I can’t help you again.”
Brendan embraced his friend tightly before pushing past him.
“Hey, aren’t you forgetting something,” Marcus whispered harshly.
The punch was pulled just enough, but Marcus still fell against the wall and slid down slowly as Brendan made a break for his freedom.

Chapter 42

Sirens erupted from behind as Brendan raced down the alley butting up against the back side of the sheriff’s office. He hit the first corner at full speed and ended up in the middle of a street with a FedEx truck barreling towards him. Off-balance and frantic, Brendan edged back onto the sidewalk and powered forward, ignoring the truck’s squealing tires and the driver’s furious honks.
The sirens suddenly bloomed directly behind him, so Brendan chanced a glance backwards. The delivery truck slid sideways and blocked both sides of the road. A DEA cruiser dodged onto the sidewalk, but tagged a fire hydrant in the process. Water plumed up in a distressed fountain as the cops screamed and shouted. Brendan kept going, trying to think of where he could hide. He hadn’t thought they’d be onto him so quickly.
Chaotic noises of the chase dwindled as Brendan put more and more distance between himself and the mess behind him. Legs pumping tirelessly, Brendan recognized the signs that his adrenaline rush would soon fade, unleashing the intense pain lurking in his battered ribs. He needed a plan, and fast.
His flight from the law brought him into a suburban area in no time. A giant new grocery store loomed on his left, so he cut into the parking lot and made a beeline for the entrance. Once inside, he scanned the front area for payphones. He planned on calling from the payphone to maintain some kind of anonymity, increasing his chances that his contacts would answer.
Not seeing his target anywhere, Brendan asked the girl behind the customer service desk if there was a phone. She looked at him like he’d asked her where they kept the adult movies.
“Uh, sir, I don’t think there are payphones anywhere anymore.”
He thanked her and wandered away from her desk. Left with no other choice, Brendan made for the exit. A security guard waddled up to take his station by the door, but paid Brendan no special attention as he glided past and casually made his way to the side of the long building.
When finally hidden from view, he pulled out his phone and saw that the power bar was already in the red. Apparently only getting a short charge during the night hadn’t done much for the battery. He quickly selected the number he wanted and hit dial on the touchscreen.
“Hey, this is Michelle.”
“Michelle, this is Brendan.”
“What—? Are you insane? Why are you calling me on the house phone?”
“Just shut up for a second,” he snapped. “Where the hell is Grant?”
“I don’t have to tell you anything. In fact, I’m going to hang up.”
“No, no. Don’t do that. Please tell me where he is.”
The line stayed quiet for a few painful heartbeats. Brendan’s side started to throb where the SWAT bastard had tagged him.
“He left this morning,” she said finally. “And what have you been doing at the sheriff’s so much these past couple of days?”
“How the hell do you know about that?” Brendan glanced around the corner of the grocery store to check for cops. It was all clear.
“Not much of an answer there, Tenny.”
Was she messing with him? This was crazy. She was crazy. “You know that two DEA agents are missing, right, since you know everything?”
“Spee?”
“How do you know about Spee?”
Michelle’s voice turned red hot. “That fucking idiot. That’s why he went to the cabin.”
The line went dead, but Michelle had confirmed the suspicion that had popped into Brendan’s head while in custody. He highlighted the next call he needed to make and prayed the dying battery would hold out for a few more minutes.
“Boy, what the hell kind of mess have you gotten yourself into this time?” his dad demanded in place of a salutation.
“It’s Grant that’s in deep shit, Dad. He’s been dealing meth.”
His dad hesitated. “That’s not true.”
“Yes, it is,” Brendan insisted. “The same shit that Taryn’s hooked on.”
“What? But, wait—”
“I need to know where Grant’s timeshare is. The cabin you told me about.”
His dad was still in shock from the sounds of his inarticulate mumblings.
“Dad, snap out of it! We can do some real good here, but you’ve got to tell me where Grant’s place is.”
For all his usual bluster, Darryl Rhodes finally had nothing to say.
“Dad, please. I want to help Taryn, and to do that, I need to take down Grant. He’s kidnapped two federal agents.”
That got the old man’s attention. “What? Are you serious?”
“Absolutely. Where is the cabin?”
“Uh, I don’t know exactly, but I’m pretty sure he said it’s just two streets past our old place, off some caliche road. You turn right at the fork. Yeah, that’s what he told me. You keep going past our cabin, make a right two driveways down, and then hang right at the fork.”
“Holy shit. Thanks, Dad.”
“Brendan, the police just arrived,” his dad said, uncertainty creeping into his voice. “You sure you’re not in trouble?”
“Positive. Please trust me.”
The silence on the open line provided Brendan with little solace.
“Sure,” his dad finally said, defeated.
Brendan choked back what he pretended wasn’t a tear and hung up. When his phone reverted back to the phonebook screen, he saw another useful entry, but knew he couldn’t just call. He’d have to do this one in person.

Chapter 43

Crouched between two parked cars, Brendan scanned the street one last time before making his move. The act of standing shot searing pain into his midsection, but he managed to reduce his reaction to a mere grimace. Screaming in pain wasn’t going to help him sneak around much, not in this quiet neighborhood. He crossed the street quickly and mounted the stairs to Kim’s apartment.
No obvious cops had watched the place, or even swung by, in the fifteen minutes Brendan had spent observing from down the street. Confident that the police and DEA were focusing their efforts elsewhere, Brendan rapped on the door and stepped back. Only when he heard the shuffling of feet approaching the door from the other side did Brendan suddenly realize Kim’s mother was probably watching him right now. Did she have any good reason to call the cops on him? He didn’t think so, but it was hard to tell friend from foe at this point. A quick glance back to the kitchen window of the main house revealed no sign of Kim’s mom.
“What are you doing here?”
Kim looked like crap. She wore her bathrobe and some house slippers shaped like a cartoon character Brendan vaguely recognized. Her hair was a mess and she had a box of tissues in one hand.
“You feeling okay?” he asked gingerly, testing the waters.
“I’m sick,” she said, her congested sinus fully evident in her voice. “I’m the only person who can get a cold when it’s seventy degrees out.”
She was probably sick because of the huge swings in temperature that this part of the country suffered from at this time of the year. Sure, it was seventy plus during the day, but at night the air could dip below fifty.
“That sucks. Can I come in and talk for a second?”
“No. You’re an asshole for even showing up here,” she said, but the door stayed open.
“I’m sorry for not telling you, and I wish I had a better explanation other than, ‘I don’t remember any of it.’”
“Yeah, right.”
Brendan held his hands up in surrender. “Fine, don’t believe me. That’s not even why I’m here. I think my brother kidnapped two DEA agents and is holding them at his cabin.”
“Wait, what? Are you serious?”
She sneezed as she moved back from the door to make way for him, but Brendan ignored the invitation. Suddenly he didn’t want to tempt fate by entering a contaminated zone.
“Yeah, the DEA have been on to him recently, and I think he kidnapped these cops,” Brendan said. “They’re in danger.”
“So I was right about Grant?” she asked before blowing her nose prolifically.
“Looks like it. I think he’s up near the top of this local operation.”
“So why are you here? Go tell the cops about this place.”
“The police aren’t exactly my best friends right now. They think I’m involved with my brother’s scheme.”
“Are you?”
“Am I what?”
“Involved with Grant,” Kim said, as if talking to a stupid child.
“No. Of course not.”
She processed all of this for a few moments before speaking again. “Can I trust you?”
“Yes.”
“I trusted you before. I trusted you more than anyone else I’ve ever met.”
“I know, and I’m sorry for that,” Brendan said. “I want to make that up to you somehow, but right now, I need a favor.”
She rolled her eyes and walked away. “Here it comes.”
“I need your car.”
She sat down on a stool near the front door. “To go where? To your brother’s cabin?”
Brendan nodded.
“Is it anywhere near your family’s old cabin?”
“Yes, why?”
“You’ll need more than my crappy little car out there, Brendan. Use your head.”
Kim got up and brushed past him as she made her way down the stairs. He hurried along behind her, wondering what she was up to.
“Wait here,” she said at the backdoor to the main house.
Obeying her without protest, Brendan leaned against the back wall, right next to the door. Checking every direction for cops or other general onlookers, Brendan tried hard to not look too nervous as he waited for Kim to reappear from inside the house. When a black sedan slowly cruised by the long driveway, his heart crawled into his throat until the car moved on.
After waiting a full minute, Brendan started to get antsy. What was she doing in there? People’s lives could hang in the balance, and she was off doing God only knew what.
What if she called the cops? Was that why she’d lured him out here, so that she could get into the house, away from him, to make the call in privacy?
As Brendan peeled himself cautiously off the wall, the door opened and Kim appeared, keys in hand.
“Take my mom’s truck.”
She handed the keys over and clicked the garage door open with the remote in her other hand. The wide aluminum door ascended to reveal a pristine, blue Ford F-150 with all-terrain tires and a short lift kit. A gleaming toolbox hung across the bed, right under the rear window.
“I can’t promise it’ll look this good when I bring it back,” Brendan said, admiring the clean machine.
“Don’t worry about it. I’m going to tell her you stole it.”
“What? Why?”
She smiled beautifully despite her cold. “Just kidding. Don’t be a dumbass.”
Brendan recovered enough to get into the truck and start the engine. He rolled down the window as he backed it out, carefully avoiding Kim’s car in the process.
“Have you got any money?” Kim called to him.
Brendan stopped the truck. He patted his pockets. “I left everything at my parents’ house.”
“Here, you stole this from my mom, too.” She passed him a few folded twenties through the open window. “And don’t think this means I’m not still pissed at you.”
“Can we sort that out later?” She folded her arms and nodded. “Thanks a lot for your help. I really appreciate it.”
She huffed a little and waved him on. “Go fix this, and then come back to me in one piece, okay?”

Chapter 44

Hope enveloped Brendan as he drove casually out of the neighborhood. Kim still had a thing for him, he was sure of it, but for now he needed to file that away and focus on escaping Shallow Creek. Surely the cops had blockaded most of the town by now, setting up a perimeter to hinder Brendan’s flight.
When Brendan thought about it, though, that DEA jackass, Norman, would probably deploy most of his limited assets to search for his missing agents. Sacrificing the search and rescue teams in order to stop Brendan leaving town wouldn’t be as high a priority. With that in mind, Brendan made the decision to sneak out of town the way they used to in high school. The chances of anyone patrolling that area would be slim.
This part of Shallow Creek had changed a lot since he’d last visited. Developers had converted a lot of the old houses into businesses of various sorts. Some had kept the homes up and even restored some of them, which Brendan appreciated since these houses were the oldest buildings left in town. Others had pulled down the historic structures and replaced them with cheap pre-fab shacks promising quick oil changes or greasy donuts.
Seeing the old town of his parents’ childhoods disappearing like this distracted Brendan enough that he would’ve missed his turn if not for the streaks of mud staining the main road in a V-shape emanating from the tiny, unmarked lane. Once on the dirt-covered lane, Brendan smiled. A lot had changed in Shallow Creek, but teenagers would always want to get away from their folks to do stupid crap. He followed the straight road as the buildings became more and more sparse, giving way to the empty fields and short hedges lining the pavement. Just when the lane appeared to terminate in a thick stand of bushes, Brendan caught sight of the old gap in the hedge on his left and cut the wheel, sliding the truck out into the field.
As he bumped the once-clean truck across the barren dirt, Brendan thanked God that no one had installed a fence or a gate back there. That lane was so narrow that he’d never have gotten the truck turned around if an obstruction had forced him back the way he’d come.
A glance in his rear mirror showed nothing but a giant cloud of dust pouring up into the sky. Brendan winced at the thought of some deputy getting smart and deciding to check out his trail, but he’d deal with that if it happened. Force Recon trained him to adapt and react quickly to volatile situations, so it was time to put that education to task.
The edge of the field approached quickly, and Brendan’s aim proved true as the break in the fence appeared to his right. He slowed the truck and carefully maneuvered out onto the trail that would lead to the highway. The cloud behind him settled to a lower altitude as he shot down the gravelly road, and he caught a glimpse of the side of the truck in the side mirror. Kim’s mom was going to be pissed; mud caked every inch of her truck in grime, but hey, weren’t trucks meant for this sort of stuff?
At the highway, Brendan yielded to a couple of big rigs and then darted out in front of a slow-moving RV piloted by a guy who looked like he had one foot in the grave already. Brendan threw a friendly wave in his rearview as he jetted down the highway, but he doubted the old man could see half that far.
Brendan had a couple of hours to kill before he reached the turnoff towards the old cabin he’d vacationed in as a kid. He settled in for a long ride without much to see, but noted the adequate level of his gas tank and the excessive pressure in his bladder. It had been a long day so far, and an opportunity to use the men’s room hadn’t exactly presented itself.
With the lives of two federal agents on the line, that need would have to wait as long as possible, so he focused on the empty landscape surrounding him instead of on the nagging call of nature. As much as Kim’s mom would kill him, Brendan wasn’t above pissing inside her truck if that made the difference between Spee living and dying.
In the Marines, he’d rarely known exactly what was going to happen during a mission, despite the best intel available. Some of the brass claimed a full-blown firefight as evidence that a mission was a complete failure, regardless of the outcome. That applied better with the Army, where they decimated their targets with Apaches and M1 Abrams before the Bradleys rolled in with the ground-pounders. If the enemy still had numbers to fight back at that point, something had gone tango uniform on the op.
Force Recon played by a different set of rules. Even compared to the other branches’ Special Forces units, Force Recon did some crazy ops, and not always intentionally. Delta got into some heavy shit, but they also spent a lot of time going native and subverting the enemy from within. The SEALS were primarily a search and rescue unit, despite a few high-profile encounters that received a lot of publicity. Brendan meant them no disrespect, but rarely did any of those groups dip in behind enemy lines with the expressed purpose to blow some shit up.
The formation of MARSOC, the Marine Corps Forces Special Operations Command, had pulled a lot of the guys out of Force Recon who specialized in direct action, but more than one of Brendan’s green ops had turned black at the drop of a hat, or the drop of an artillery shell. Either way, if some unlucky son of a bitch discovered them on deep recon, the team went weapons hot without hesitation, and the op adopted a no-holds-barred philosophy.
Now Brendan barreled into unknown enemy territory with no eyes on potential hostiles and no backup ready to save his ass should he encounter heavy resistance. On top of that, he had no gun, no knife, no camouflage, and no explosives.
In fairness, that probably evened the odds a little for the bad guys.

Chapter 45

Cigarette smoke marred the clean, natural air of the dry forest. Brendan slowly lowered his body to the ground, only barely disturbing the carpet of leaves. After a few painfully slow movements, Brendan spotted the lone sentry pulling a fresh cigarette from a white and red package. Judging from the amateur mistake of smoking while on guard duty, Brendan fancied his chances against his prey.
The man wore what could only be described as lumberjack apparel: big boots, big hat, flannel shirt, and the prerequisite bushy beard. He leaned lazily against a tree marking one side of presumably the only driveway leading up to the cabin, which looked to be a step up from the cabin Brendan had shared with his brother growing up. Brendan had left his borrowed truck well back and carefully navigated his way through prickly bushes and treacherous poison ivy. He’d spotted and avoided plenty of it as he’d wrestled to his current hiding spot, on the edge of the parking area for the cabin, but he knew the three-leaved bastards weren’t always easy to see, so more than likely his bare arms would develop a hellish rash in a few days.
What concerned him now was taking care of the lookout without alerting anyone inside the cabin. No other patrols made rounds while Brendan observed from concealment, so he made his move.
Carefully he stretched out and plucked a fist-sized rock from the grass next to him. The ever-vigilant sentry yawned loudly and shuffled his feet against the gravel driveway. He faced away from Brendan, staring idly down the road. A smarter man would’ve realized that in this almost silent environment, a truck would be heard a mile away, so it was more pertinent to camp out in a secure spot.
That was his loss.
The lumberjack continued to grind the heel of his boot into the gravel. Brendan looked once more at the trucks splayed erratically across the open lot, checking for any unwanted visitors. All was quiet. From his position, Brendan could see the front corner of the cabin, where a large, open porch led to the front door. No activity there either.
Brendan hefted the rock from his prone position. The missile soared majestically into the back of the sentry’s shoulder, knocking him forward a few paces.
“Hey!” the man said, turning to face the parked trucks. “Is that you again, Jim, you son of a bitch?” He stomped toward a green Chevy regular cab, which happened to be the closest vehicle to Brendan.
The lumberjack walked around the truck a few times and then stood facing the cabin, rubbing his shoulder forcefully. Only when Brendan crunched down on the gravel one step behind the man did he try to turn. But it was too late. Brendan was on him in a flash, quickly wrapping the man’s neck in a constrictive hold. Despite his smaller size, the man thrashed and struggled, but no sound left his mouth as Brendan restrained him and forced him down to the ground, using the truck to block the view of any random onlookers in the cabin.
The noise of the man’s boots scrambling around on the small stones of the parking lot irked Brendan, but he knew that the sound wouldn’t penetrate the thick walls of the cabin. Slowly, but surely, his prey eased into unconsciousness. Brendan quickly released the man, not wanting to kill anyone who hadn’t attacked him first. Self-defense was one thing, but he’d have a hard time explaining why he choked a guy to death in a premeditated ambush.
Using a brand new roll of duct tape that he’d found in the pristine toolbox in the bed of Kim’s mom’s truck, he bound and gagged the man quickly, but effectively, and then dragged him into the bushes. He didn’t pay any special attention for poison ivy this time, but that would be the least of this chump’s worries by the end of the afternoon. Crouching next to his victim, Brendan pulled his cell phone out and hit the power button to activate the touchscreen.
Nothing happened.
Shit. How was he going to call the cops and let them know he was pretty damn sure they needed to get their asses out here?
He patted down the unconscious man and found a radio, but no phone. Who didn’t carry a phone? Maybe the reception sucked so badly that people didn’t bother using cells in these parts. Brendan had been too young to own one back when he’d visited previously. He turned the volume down on the man’s radio and tossed it into the woods.
A secondary search of the man produced a 9mm Beretta in good working order. Stashing the piece in the back of his jeans hadn’t worked out so well for Mr. Lumberjack. Holding the pistol out in front of him, Brendan crept out of the brush and ducked between two trucks.
As he tried to formulate the next stage of his plan, the distant sound of a roaring engine reverberated up the driveway. Brendan hustled around the back of the parked pickup and sprinted to the side of the cabin. No cover readily jumped out at him, so he backed away from the front of the cabin to a small firewood shed. In the shadow of the shack, he waited a few minutes until Michelle’s truck materialized out of the woods and slid to a grinding halt.
A quiet rustle behind Brendan caught his attention as Michelle climbed down from her truck. He looked around for anyone sneaking up on him, but saw no one. Probably just a snake, he thought. Up at the front of the cabin, Michelle had disappeared.
He padded quickly down the length of the cabin to the front, listening to Michelle’s boots boom against the wooden porch floor. She threw the door open right as he poked his head around the corner to see her vanish inside. Holding his position, he heard her screaming at someone he recognized.
“Grant, have you lost your damn mind?”
“Hey, baby. I didn’t expect to see you here,” Brendan’s brother replied cheerily.
“Cut the ‘baby’ shit. You’ve kidnapped federal officers. You didn’t think you should clear this with—”
A violent slap shut Michelle up. Brendan seethed, struggling to stay put. Someone had just made a very big mistake.
“Jim, close the door,” Grant said, the previous cheer replaced with venomous hate.

Chapter 46

Brendan had to move quickly. A quick peek told him that the blinds hanging behind the giant window facing the porch were closed. Not wanting to cast any shadow or disturb the light hitting those blinds from outside, he kept low to the deck and glided to the door on his right as it started to close. He couldn’t let that happen.
Right before the latch engaged, Brendan leapt from the wall, squared himself to the door, and delivered a crushing kick that slammed the door back into the unsuspecting Jim. A roomful of bewildered people all stared at Brendan, and then at the gun in his hand. None of them moved, other than Jim, who toppled backwards ungracefully and crashed to the floor. Brendan quickly identified Grant and drew a bead on his brother, who had Michelle’s hair in a tight grip. The tears on her face left dark streaks of makeup on her cheeks and drove the rage in Brendan’s gut into high gear.
“Let her go.”
A welcoming smile appeared on his brother’s face. “Well, well. Here’s someone I really didn’t expect to see here.”
Keeping his gun trained on Grant, Brendan surveyed the room as his eyes adjusted to the dim light. To his right, next to an empty fireplace, stood a man Brendan didn’t recognize. A shotgun leaned against the wall just beyond the guy’s reach. On the far side of the room, Brendan’s old friend Mohawk sat in a chair at a card table. Of all things, a game in progress lay before him on a cheap chessboard. The empty chair on the other side of the table probably belonged to Jim, who was now slowly standing up.
“Stay on the floor, Jim, or I’m putting two in your boss’s head,” he said. Jim complied.
Grant stood near the center of the room, his hand still stubbornly attached to his wife’s head. Behind them, Special Agents Tyson and Spee sat bound to heavy wooden chairs. Spee looked untouched and alert, albeit distraught, but Tyson was another story. Giant red welts merged together all over his face and neck to form one giant bruise in the making. Someone had obviously had some fun with him.
“Not too smart to hang out at the scene of the crime, Grant,” Brendan said. “When the cops show up, you’re going to have some explaining to do.”
Grant jerked Michelle around, using her as a shield. She screamed and resisted, but a twist on her hair subdued her promptly. Brendan’s aim never faltered, maintaining a consistent bead on his brother’s face.
“I could make this shot with my eyes closed. Just so you know.”
His brother grinned evilly in response. “You wouldn’t try it.”
“You don’t know me anymore.”
The gears churned behind Grant’s eyes. Brendan waited to see what would happen next. None of his brother’s cronies had made a move. The guy next to the shotgun worried Brendan the most. Nothing could ruin a day quite like a gun battle in an enclosed space with no cover. Of course, unlike the rest of these pansies, he’d actually survived a few of those, but then again, he’d had a little more help than he had now.
The guy by the fireplace twitched.
“Don’t you fucking dare, fat boy.” Brendan kept his pistol on Grant. “You’ll be wearing Grant’s brain on your face before I put two into your skull, too.” The man stepped away from the shotgun. “Good boy. Hey, Grant, where’s our buddy Scott?”
“Scott Fisher? Don’t you worry about him,” Grant replied with a knowing smirk.
“Great,” Brendan said, not sure how to take that. He nodded to Michelle. “Let her go.”
With one last defiant scowl, Grant threw Michelle forward and reached behind his back. Brendan swatted Michelle aside and watched his brother draw a Glock from the back of his pants. Michelle scrambled behind him on the floor and slowly rose behind him.
“You’re not the only one with a gun, Brendan.”
Not anticipating their boss’s actions, none of his crew had pulled a weapon yet. Brendan needed it to stay that way.
“If any of you other idiots so much as move, Grant dies.” Unfortunately, Brendan still hadn’t established an escape strategy yet. Michelle’s scream had brought him in here without proper planning, and the police were only coming if his dad had told them where he was heading earlier. It was time to stall.
“You okay, Michelle?” he asked, turning his head slightly, but keeping both eyes on Grant.
“Yes,” she whispered, hugging herself and probing her scalp with one shaky hand.
“You’re a bigger dumbass than I thought if you think that bitch loves you,” Grant said, smirking. “She’s mine and always will be.”
Brendan lost his cool. “I guess that’s why we had sex the other night, then.”
Grant laughed crazily at this, looking around the room to include his crew, who all smiled knowingly. Brendan wondered what trap he’d just walked into. Eventually, after an aggravating minute of cracking up hysterically, Grant calmed down enough to speak.
“You dumb shit. You actually believed that?” He laughed a little bit more. “Jeez, man. We set that little encounter up to help persuade your dumb ass to skip town.”
Confused, Brendan only barely avoided turning to Michelle to see her reaction to all of this.
“You see this little problem we have now?” Grant asked, indicating the general area with his gun. “This could all have been avoided if you’d just let your guilt propel you right back out of Shallow Creek.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean that I didn’t want to have to kill you, so we came up with a little plan to make you think you’d banged my wife, at which point any reasonable son of a bitch with any kind of conscience would’ve left.” Grant pointed his gun back at Brendan. “But you’re still here.”
Brendan subdued the pain inside as much as he could, but he knew at least some of it would be evident on his face. How could Michelle betray him like this? This felt worse than his brother kicking his ass all those years ago. He thought he’d meant something to her.
“It wasn’t fake.”
Grant stared over Brendan’s shoulder in shock.
“What did you just say?”
Michelle repeated, a little louder this time, “It wasn’t fake.”
Unbridled fury erupted out of Grant as he flailed his gun around. “What the hell do you mean, ‘It wasn’t fake’? Sure it was!”
An evil smile crept into Michelle’s voice. “Wrong.”
“You were supposed to drug him and stick a rubber on him.” Grant’s face turned crimson with the strain in his voice. “That was it!”
Brendan’s mind was blown. Michelle kept rubbing the crazy revelation right in Grant’s face. “I did, but then I screwed him,” she said, unabashed. Brendan had thought his brother’s marriage had issues, but this was totally nuts. “And I’d screw him again long before I ever let you touch me again.”
Grant was about ready to explode. Brendan kept an even pressure on the trigger, just in case. Angry people did stupid things, even with a gun to their head.
The first shot rang out and Brendan instinctively responded in kind. He found himself falling backwards through the open doorway, pushing Michelle with him, wondering why his shot had only hit Grant in the leg.

Chapter 47

A series of bullets ripped into the wooden wall next to the door, the accompanying blasts not nearly as deafening now that Brendan was outside. Woodchip shrapnel peppered him as he shielded Michelle, but he hardly noticed. They had to find defensible cover.
“You’re bleeding.” Michelle’s voice barely penetrated the barrage.
Brendan kept scooting her back across the porch to the side of the cabin where he’d hidden when she’d originally arrived. He tucked her out of line of sight right as Jim strode out the front door. Pain lanced through Brendan’s shoulder as he raised his pistol and dumped two rounds into the man’s chest. Jim slumped back against the wall and slid to the floor, leaving a bright red splash in his wake.
One down, three to go.
Brendan moved around to the side of the cabin and pushed Michelle along to the far corner, where they ducked below a window near the firewood shed. Michelle clutched at him frantically, but he urged her back so that he could inspect his wound. Grant’s lucky shot had clipped his shooting arm. No wonder he’d missed his brother’s face.
Damn. This was not good.
A click above his head grabbed his immediate attention. He quieted Michelle with a sharp glance and listened as the window overhead slid open. A shotgun barrel appeared through the space, followed promptly by the hands holding it. Brendan ignored the protests in his injured arm and jumped up, grabbed the man’s forearms, and yanked him clean through the window. The large man crumpled headfirst into the hard ground with only a grunt, dropping his shotgun in the process.
Not waiting for any signs of a struggle, Brendan pulled a screwdriver out of his pocket and slammed it into the man’s neck. He wrestled the tool back and forth, using his other hand to muffle the man’s screams. Eventually the man stopped yelling, but he continued to paw at his ravaged throat, trying in vain to stem the pulsing streams of blood. Brendan released him and pocketed the weapon he’d procured from Kim’s mom’s truck. Behind him, Michelle’s face turned fifty shades of green at the sight of the butchered man. There would be time to apologize later, but right now Brendan didn’t want to advertise their position with a gunshot.
He scooted to the back corner of the cabin and glanced around it. No one was coming from that side, but the woods were farther back than he’d wanted them to be. There was no way he was running across that open space when two more hostiles were around. They’d be easy targets to anyone with one eye and a rifle.
As he turned to relay a new plan to Michelle, a gunshot resounded from the front of the house. Michelle screamed and hit the deck as Brendan aimed over her to unload three shots into Mohawk, who was crouched by the side of the front porch. The man cried out briefly before falling back clutching at his neck.
“It’s clear,” he whispered to Michelle, who was still lying on the ground. “Come on, get back up against the wall.”
He’d fired six shots already, but the pistol’s weight told him he had plenty of bullets left. Hit by a surge of paranoia, he clicked the magazine out and saw a lot of brass in the cutouts. More than enough to kill his asshole brother.
He looked at Michelle again and called to her, but she only mumbled in response. He moved away from the wall and gently rolled her over. On the pretty white tank-top under her red blouse, a different shade of red bloomed. Brendan checked her back to see if the bullet had gone clean through. He peeled her shirt up off her wet back and saw the exit wound clear as day, and also saw the copious flow of blood emanating from the hole.
At least the bastard hadn’t used a hollow-point round, otherwise she’d probably be dead already. Moving her wasn’t the ideal next step, but either was sitting in plain sight of anyone moving from the porch to the trucks. Brendan lifted Michelle as gently as he could and strode to the woodshed. He grunted with the pain in his arm, but she absolutely shrieked in agony, tensing up and trying to wriggle from his grasp. Most men carrying a hot chick in their arms were stepping across the threshold of a new house, probably hoping to get laid. As Brendan lowered Michelle to the ground, he just hoped she’d live to cross the threshold of any house again.
He applied pressure to her stomach wound, ignoring her pained cries. Each second that slogged by ate away at him as he prayed none of her internal organs had ruptured. The blood looked clean enough, but he wasn’t a doctor.
Someone raced across gravel from the front of the cabin. Brendan tried to look around the shed to see who, but his vantage point hadn’t been well thought through and sucked. When truck doors opened and closed, and then an engine fired up, Brendan let go of Michelle and jumped up to see his brother’s red truck take off.
He’d already killed the three henchmen he knew of, and it was more than likely Grant in the pickup, so Brendan lifted Michelle again and ran for the house. She moaned with every jolt, but he had to get her medical attention ASAP.
The door was already open when he stormed across the porch, but he stopped himself before blindly running in. After a quick peek inside to confirm no hostile threats lay in ambush, Brendan carried Michelle in and gently put her down on a couch under the big window facing the porch.
A few quick shakes roused Agent Tyson from his unwanted nap. The agent immediately looked to Spee’s empty chair. “Where is she?” he mumbled, like his mouth was full of marbles.
Brendan grabbed a knife off the mantelpiece above the fireplace and worked at Tyson’s bonds. “I think my brother took her.” He focused on slicing off the crude restraints. “I’ll go after her, but how many men does Grant have here?”
Tyson rubbed his free wrists and stood, but wobbled sideways before Brendan could grab him. Brendan helped the man back to his feet and repeated his question.
“Just the four,” Tyson said, gingerly touching his own face. “Three inside and one always outside on guard.”
“They’re all dead then.” Brendan looked for anything to use as a tourniquet for his arm, which now throbbed like death itself.
He found a shirt hanging on a chair, tore a strip out of it, and asked Tyson to bandage him up tightly. The agent complied absently, evoking a grimace from Brendan as the fabric bit into his arm. When Tyson finished, Brendan grabbed a cell phone off the floor and handed it to him.
“Call this in. You’ve got to get help or Michelle’s going to bleed out.”
Tyson nodded and went to the couch to examine her wounds. “This is bad,” was all he said.
“No shit.” Brendan knelt next to Michelle. “I’ve got to go after them. Are your keys in your truck?”
“Yes, but don’t go, Tenny,” she mumbled softly, sounding like a kid slipping off to sleep.
“I have to.”
With that, he nodded to Tyson, who was already tearing down a curtain from the window, probably to bundle Michelle’s torso. That done, Brendan ran out the door.

Chapter 48

Jumping into Michelle’s truck resurfaced the dark memory of his last turn at the wheel, with her sitting next to him, moments before she screamed at him and ran off to her house. Definitely not his best moment, but on the positive side, he’d wiped out his brother’s small army, some of whom he was sure had jumped him behind Trish’s when he’d gone out with Michelle. Revenge was sweet, but not if it cost Michelle her life.
He grabbed at the ignition, but came up empty. The keys were gone. He shuffled around, looking under his butt to see if she’d left them on the seat. Nope. He checked the visor, but found nothing. Pulling up the oversized central console lid revealed Michelle’s secret hiding place for her keys. He slammed the key home and urged the truck to life. Immediately the seat powered forward, returning to Michelle’s preset, but Brendan fumbled with the controls to cancel the operation before his knees broke through the dashboard.
Seconds later, Brendan rocketed down the dirt trail away from the cabin, wondering how the hell he’d catch up to his brother. Even at a slow pace, Grant would have a sizeable lead on him by now, but leaving earlier hadn’t really been an option. Michelle had needed some medical attention, but as Brendan roared around a gentle curve, he realized he probably screwed up on two counts.
To save Spee, he should’ve left Michelle immediately and given chase. To save Michelle, he should’ve stayed with her and made sure the authorities got out there to help her. Hell, he could’ve thrown her in the truck and taken her closer to a hospital, instead of leaving her out in the boonies with a battered DEA agent. Brendan prayed that Tyson had some kind of medical training.
His grip on the wheel tightened as he hit a sharper left turn, not so much from anger or fear, but from the desire to stay in his damn seat. As soon as he got the fishtailing truck back under control, he ripped at the seat belt, which refused to cooperate until he took a deep breath and then delicately pulled the strap across his body.
Emboldened by the crazed notion that two innocent women could die instead of just one, Brendan floored the accelerator. The truck shot forward, displaying impressive power as the vehicle slashed through the dry branches scratching at the paint. If Michelle made it through the night, Brendan promised to get her a new paint job when this was all said and done. He couldn’t promise he’d get her a new husband after he killed Grant, but he could only do so much.
A series of unadvertised S-bends tested Brendan’s driving skills, and he wished for the first time that he’d brought his own damn truck. This one was only rear-wheel drive, and the back end gave him hell as he propelled the truck through turns meant for only a fraction of his current speed.
He rounded a bend, corrected the truck’s over-steer, and found himself face to face with a ninety-degree corner dead ahead. The anti-lock brakes did nothing on the loose gravel. Feeling the back wheels slipping farther and farther around, Brendan gripped the steering wheel with all his might, but fought back the natural instinct to over-correct his course. As his velocity dropped, friction reengaged and dragged the truck to a lurching stop two feet away from the nearest trees, but at least he was facing the right way now.
And up ahead he spotted Grant’s bright red truck struggling to get back on the road from a ditch on the right side. Apparently his brother hadn’t made the turn and had crashed into the trees. Sensing his advantage, Brendan jumped on the gas and directed the nose of his truck straight at Grant’s door.
The roaring engine must’ve alerted Grant, because his brother turned aghast and floored it out of the ditch. Brendan’s truck missed the back of Grant’s by inches, and he fought to avoid slipping into the same fate Grant had just escaped from. Cutting back up onto the road, Brendan raced after Grant, who barreled down the straight road haphazardly.
He couldn’t get too close up behind his brother without losing all visibility in the huge dust spray kicked up from Grant’s rear tires. Brendan slipped out to the left and reduced the gap enough to avoid the dirty wake. A blur of movement in Grant’s window caught Brendan’s eye. Before his brain could register the implications, Grant’s driver side window shattered with the muffled pop of his pistol. Brendan jerked his head, and his hands to the right, clipping the back of the red truck.
As the two vehicles battled for position, Brendan’s primary thought was how freaking loud that gun must’ve sounded inside an enclosed truck cabin. There was no way his brother or Spee would be hearing anything for a while. Better than that, Grant’s shot hadn’t even made contact, at least not that Brendan could tell.
The pistol appeared in the window again, bouncing up and down uncontrollably on the bumpy road. Brendan slammed his truck into the side of the red truck’s empty bed. The report of the handgun was much more pronounced this time, but the bullet only pinged off the hood, missing Brendan’s windshield.
Grant’s truck suddenly slid out of view in a red blur. Brendan craned his neck backwards to see what happened, but turned back to the front urgently. The sharp turn ahead stampeded right at Brendan as he pounded on the brake pedal. The caliche under his wheels gave way to concrete pavement. When the tires finally gained purchase to slow him down, something slammed into the back of his truck, jarring his neck and sending him flying off the road.
His view spun wildly and his body pressed impossibly hard against the door. Turning the wheel did nothing. Everything stopped in an instant, jolting Brendan’s forehead forward. The incredible slap to his face didn’t feel like the unforgiving resistance of the steering wheel. He opened his eyes and found himself surrounded by slowly deflating airbags.
He let his head rest against the cushion for a moment. Things had got out of hand in a hurry. Remembering who had caused this wreck, he carefully maneuvered his hand to his pocket and grabbed the screwdriver he’d borrowed from Kim’s mom’s toolbox. Thankfully the damn thing hadn’t punctured his leg in the crash. A loud pop punished his ears as he stabbed the steering wheel airbag. He undid his seatbelt, letting it slide slowly across his torso while his ears rang. His door opened easily enough, and Brendan rubbed the side of his head as he stumbled out of the truck.

Chapter 49

Two simultaneous noises dropped Brendan to the dirt: a bullet thudding into Michelle’s truck, and the crack of the gun that fired it. He quickly scrambled across the dead grass to put the rear axle of the truck between him and Grant’s wrath. Leaning against the big tire, Brendan checked his own pistol one more time. Why hadn’t he grabbed one of the weapons lying around at the cabin? A shotgun would be handy right now.
Another bullet ricocheted under the truck, making multiple impacts before whizzing out into the dirt past Brendan’s leg. He didn’t react. There was just as much chance of that kind of shot hitting him whether he moved or not. This wasn’t his first shootout, but he sort of liked the idea of making it his last. Getting shot at in the service of his country was one thing, but getting shot at by some dick meth dealer wasn’t worth the sacrifice.
A couple of shots close together slammed into the bed on the other side of the truck. Brendan counted to three and then stood up carefully, hunching his back to keep the bed as protection. Now bent at the waist, Brendan leaned to the back of the truck, put one hand on the large bumper for support, and stole a peek around the edge of the tailgate.
The red truck had flipped onto its side. Grant, apparently none the worse for wear, must’ve been using the center console as a step, because the top of his torso was extended out through the now upwards-facing passenger side window. Spotting Brendan, Grant squeezed off another round, barely missing Brendan’s retreating skull.
“You always sucked at shooting,” Brendan yelled as soon as he resumed sitting with his back to the truck wheel.
“Shut the fuck up!”
Another shot plowed into the truck somewhere, getting nothing more than a muffled thunk for its efforts. However many bullets Grant had in that pistol, Brendan was sure the guy was close to empty now. It was just a matter of time before the idiot wasted all of them. He did have a bad temper after all.
“Shame you screwed this all up, bro,” Brendan called back. “Michelle’s a real nice lady.”
“I told you to shut up!”
No bullets that time. Brendan guessed he had to try harder then.
“Great in the sack, too. Hard to find a chick her age who’ll do all those nasty things.”
Brendan only knew his brother was screaming at the top of his lungs because of the inhuman roar resonating after all the remaining bullets were expended into the side of Michelle’s truck. The telltale click of the empty magazine needed no deciphering.
He popped up over the top of the truck bed, smoothly leveled his sights on his brother’s head, and—
Missed.
Grant’s head dipped suddenly into the truck, his arms flailing up in the air, right as Brendan’s pistol kicked up with the release of its payload. Brendan never missed a target once, never mind twice. Fueled by this frustration, Brendan banged the gun against Michelle’s truck, gouging the paint. He paid no attention to this as he sprinted to Grant’s upturned pickup. With a simple jump he pulled his body up onto the outside of the truck bed, crying out when his wounded arm felt like someone had just sawed it off with a butter knife.
Once the adrenaline overpowered the pain, Brendan crawled forward, now hearing the sounds of a struggle emanating from inside the passenger cabin below him. The view that greeted him when he peered in through the shattered window got him back on his feet, pointing his pistol downward.
Special Agent Casey Spee, wrists bound in duct tape, legs still in the backseat, had both hands on Grant’s face, gouging his eyeballs. Grant gripped her wrists with one hand, but his other arm was twisted under him, out of view. With the way the two wrestled back and forth, Brendan had no shot. He tracked his brother’s movements closely, but Spee was attempting to crawl out of the backseat to get on top of Grant.
At Brendan’s appearance, Spee looked up. Grant’s body twisted suddenly. A glint of metal darted across the dark space. Before Brendan could pull the trigger, Grant, with blood leaking out of one eye, grinned up at him with Spee’s hair firmly in one hand and a knife in the other.
She punched at him violently, but one hard yank on her hair twisted her head around. Her shoulders were forced to follow, pinning her arms uselessly under her. A thin line of red tracked across her throat where the tip of Grant’s knife had barely broken the skin as she rotated.
Now finally Spee held still, and Brendan waited furiously for his brother’s next move.

Chapter 50

“You’re really shitty at this game.” Blood mixed in with spittle as Grant spat out each syllable.
Brendan didn’t budge an inch. “Let her go.”
Grant laughed merrily. “If you shoot me, my hand might just slip and cut a new mouth for Ms. Spee.” He lightly dragged the knife over her throat. “Right across here.”
“Shoot him, Brendan,” Spee said awkwardly. Speaking with a sharp object poking at her neck didn’t seem that comfortable.
“Yeah, shoot me, Brendan,” Grant imitated before cracking himself up again.
He couldn’t live with Spee’s life on his conscience, Brendan knew that much. As long as he had his gun, there was a chance he’d find a shot.
“How about you put that gun on the door there and get the hell off my truck?”
Shit.
“I can’t do that.”
The knife penetrated a quarter inch against Spee’s neck. She screamed as her skin bowed under the pressure and then ripped open, but she kept the rest of her body motionless.
“Oh, I think you can.” Grant smiled that vile fucking smirk that Brendan wanted to eradicate.
Without a word, Brendan pulled the gun out of view, ejected the chambered round, and released the magazine onto the ground. No way in hell was this psycho getting his hands on a loaded weapon. He couldn’t tell if Grant had noticed or heard the mechanisms in action, so he just carefully placed the gun against the door panel.
“Good. Now get down and back up a ways, like ten yards or so.”
Brendan ground his teeth, but obeyed the command. He lowered himself off the truck and retreated to the desired distance. His brother’s hand appeared, swatting around the precariously balanced gun. Unable to gain a purchase on it, Grant inadvertently swiped the pistol off the door and down the front of the hood, away from Brendan.
After much shuffling from inside the cab, and many different iterations of the word bitch, Spee’s head appeared through the window. Her face jerked up to the sky and she shrieked horrifically as Grant used her hair as a handhold to work his way out of the cab from behind her. Once he cleared the opening, Grant wrenched Spee up by the hair. She struggled to right herself, hindered greatly by her bound hands.
As she brought a knee up onto the door of the overturned pickup, she slipped and fell free from Grant’s grip, spilling onto the dirt. Brendan raced forward, but Grant dived off the truck and dragged Spee to her unsteady feet.
“Back up!” Grant’s knife graced Spee’s neck once more.
Brendan gave up a few paces, but now he was close enough to clearly see the panic on his brother’s face. The fading light revealed a frantic picture while distant sirens danced through the trees.
“Throw your phone down,” Grant commanded, favoring one leg.
Brendan pulled his cell from his pocket and did so, watching Grant adjust his grip to pull Spee’s face up and close to his own. The knife needled at her exposed neck.
“You don’t have to do this, man. It’s not too late.”
“Shut up. You think I wanted this? You think this was in the damn plan?”
Brendan said nothing.
“This is all Taryn’s fault.” Grant’s voice cracked, but his knife stayed steady. “I did this for her.”
“Are you serious?”
“Yes, I’m fucking serious! Didn’t you see her? Her messed-up teeth? The face of a fifty-year-old? That was the price for helping our sister.”
“How the hell did you help her, you psycho?”
Grant grimaced at the insult and pulled tighter on Spee’s face. “You should’ve seen what she was into before, man. Screwing guys all over, begging for food, stripping. I saved her from all of that. I did that!”
“Yeah, she’s a picture of health now.” Brendan shuffled forward an inch.
Grant’s eyes took on a glassy sheen. “She almost died after she took some of that shit the Mexicans cooked up. I don’t know what they cut it with, but I didn’t care. I tried to help her then. I tried to get her clean, but she was using again in a week. So you know what I did? I learned how to make the stuff right, how to get the mix so that nothing’s left over after the reactions. But I sucked at it, so I brought in Serge.”
“The big bald bastard living with Taryn?”
“Yeah, he’s her personal cook and guardian.” Grant spoke faster now. “She’s never ODed, she’s never been back to hospital. Serge takes care of her and makes sure she’s as good as an addict can be.”
“So you need multiple kitchens, or labs, or whatever you call them, just to service our sister’s habit? No way.”
Grant laughed at this. Brendan could hear the sirens drawing closer.
“You have no idea how much money’s involved here, man. After I forced those Latin fucks out, cornering the market was easier than taking a piss. So yeah, we expanded our supply to increase our reach. I hired more guys and—”
Brendan’s phone beeped in the dirt. He was as shocked as Grant by the interruption. The damn thing had been dead on the ride over to the cabin.
“That a text?” Grant asked. When Brendan nodded, Grant smiled crookedly and told him to read it. At this point, Brendan welcomed any distraction.
“It’s from Marcus,” Brendan announced after picking up the phone, which he’d taken a few steps forward to retrieve. His face dropped. “Oh, shit.”
Grant’s smile faltered. “What is it?”
Brendan looked up slowly and met his brother’s gaze with a somber expression. “Taryn’s dead.”
“You’re a liar.”
“Marcus says the trailer blew up.”
“You’re lying,” Grant insisted.
“You just told me Serge cooks this shit for Taryn.”
“But not in the trailer,” Grant exclaimed. “I always told him, ‘Never in the trailer!’”
The knife fell from Spee’s neck. She instantly swung her combined fists toward Grant’s crotch, but he avoided a direct hit. Brendan started to move as the police tore into view, racing down the road. Grant’s knife tilted and swooped down on Spee as she stumbled, off-balance from her failed assault.
Brendan grabbed his brother’s wrist as the blade sunk up to the hilt in Spee’s throat. Blood poured out from under Grant’s hand, streaming down Spee’s neck. Cars screeched to a halt. Doors opened and voices shouted. Spee slid off the blade and sank to the dirt, her blood splashing in the dying grass.
More voices shouted. The brothers stood frozen, eyes locked.
Grant moved his free hand, trying to get both hands on his knife. Brendan kicked out his knee and drove Grant’s wrist up, ramming the knife into his neck hard enough to crack his skull against the truck’s driveshaft. Grant’s jaw dropped open and his eyes rolled up into his head. Without hesitation, Brendan threw his brother aside. Grant collapsed, unconscious and bleeding out rapidly.
Kill confirmed, Brendan dropped to his knees and carefully inspected Spee, who still blinked slowly. Her face held the expression of disbelief that he’d seen many times on those without much time left in the world of the living.
“Michelle—”
“Hush, Casey.” He gently guided the matted hair off her face as she tried to whisper to him, the blood gurgling in her throat. “Don’t you worry about Michelle. She’s going to pull through, and so are you.”
“No—” she moaned as her eyes went wide.
Strong arms locked onto Brendan and hefted him backwards, clearing the path for the paramedics. Special Agent Casey Spee of the Drug Enforcement Administration blinked no more.

Chapter 51

“Hey, you.”
Michelle looked up groggily and managed a weak smile. “Hey, Tenny.”
Brendan shifted forward in his chair and gently took her pale hand. With all the blood loss, she was almost as white as the hospital bed sheets. Her head was tilted up a little by the bed, and also supported by a large pillow.
“How you feeling?”
She blinked slowly, keeping her eyes closed for a few seconds before opening them again. “Like I got shot in the ass.”
“Luckily your ass is still in one piece.”
“The doctor said I was lucky to be alive, ass or no ass.”
Brendan nodded solemnly. “I’m no expert, but I was worried you wouldn’t make it. I’ve seen guys die from less.” He stroked her hand. “You’re one tough lady.”
“You know it.”
Michelle needed rest, and Brendan knew that, but so many questions remained unanswered for him. “When I told you the DEA agents had been kidnapped, you knew it was Spee. How did you know that?”
“Hmm?”
“You knew Spee was out at the cabin with Grant. Were you an informant for her, too?”
She focused on his face, looking much more alert suddenly. “You can’t tell anyone,” she said under her breath. “Grant’s guys are still out there.”
“Sure, sure. No problem. You should probably sleep now.”
“What happened to Spee?” Michelle pulled her hand out of his, placing it on her stomach. “The other agent only told me that Grant had been killed. He wouldn’t even tell me how, not until the investigation is closed.”
Brendan had sat up for most of two nights reliving the moment when his brother killed Casey. Thirty-six hours after the incident, he still couldn’t believe he’d been so close to saving her, yet pitifully too late. All the training, all the missions, none of it had prepared him for that instant in time when he’d failed miserably.
“Grant killed Agent Spee.”
Michelle didn’t visibly react. “Oh.”
The pair absorbed the silence. A nurse poked her head in to take Michelle’s vitals and to ask her a couple of simple questions. Before leaving, she requested that Brendan alert someone if Michelle fell asleep and woke back up again, or if she needed to use the bathroom.
When the nurse left, Michelle spoke up. “You probably think I’m a horrible person.”
“No—”
“It wasn’t until Sadie was born that I realized how bad I was.” Her voice drifted far, far away. “And then my cousin Dale died.”
“Dale?”
“Scott’s brother,” she mumbled. “Supposed to be a simple OD, but I didn’t believe that. Grant was too crazy when he got angry, and people got hurt.” She gave him a knowing glance. “Dale probably screwed up a deal and Grant killed him.”
“Did you tell anyone else about this?”
Michelle ignored him. “I don’t even know if those Mexicans trying to rape me and Kim was real. Grant was real messed up in the head. He could’ve set that all up to make me fall in love with him.”
“I don’t know about all that, Michelle.”
The tears started, and neither person made a move to wipe them away. “Spee’s dead because I didn’t call and tell where Grant had her,” she moaned. Brendan recalled that he hadn’t been able to call it in either. “But I only had her cell number, so I was helpless. I’m useless.”
Brendan crouched next to the bed and pulled the oily hair off her face. She’d grown a few more wrinkles since they were kids, but she still looked about the same. One time she’d fallen off a horse and broken her arm, eliciting the same tears she cried now. Brendan had consoled her then, and here he was doing so again.
“That’s not your fault.” Her sobs slowed down as she paid him some attention. “You got out there as fast as you could and tried to help them. What else could you have done?”
She nodded and sniffed wetly. A tissue box sat on a small table, so Brendan passed her a tissue to blow her nose. That done, she settled down and sighed deeply.
“Mom told me you were hanging out with Kim.”
“I was.”
“Do you like her?”
“Yes.”
“Take her away from here.” She turned her head toward his. “Promise me.”
Brendan mulled over his response before opening his mouth. “I’d like to give that a shot, but she’s pretty damn pissed about us having sex.”
“I’ll clean that up,” she said. “Just promise me you’ll take her away. She deserves more than living in Mom’s garage, and this place is dangerous now. Just because Grant’s gone, that doesn’t mean the senseless violence will just stop.”
When she tried to shift in the bed, she gasped and immediately gave up, quickly reaching for her IV button to click some morphine into her bloodstream. Brendan gently rested his hand on her shoulder as he stood up, not really knowing what kind of physical affection was needed by a gunshot victim. Out in the sandbox, dragging the wounded through a hail of gunfire was about all the touching necessary.
“Hey, Michelle—”
Brendan turned to find Kim stepping into the room. She paused at the sight of him.
“I didn’t know you’d be here.” She looked back to her sister. “I’ll just come back later. Maybe.”
She spun on her heels and made to leave.
“Stop, Kim,” Brendan said. “I’m the one who should be going.”
She regarded him coolly before very deliberately stepping farther into the room to let him out.
“This is going to sound weird, but I was drugged, and I really don’t remember it,” he said quickly, trying to squeeze all the words out before his brain kicked in to shut off the ill-advised verbal torrent.
“It?” she said. “Is that what you old people call sex now?”
Brendan took a deep breath and excused himself, hoping that Michelle could keep her promise to clean this all up. If she did, he knew he’d keep the promise he hadn’t actually agreed to yet.

Chapter 52

The phone stared him down, but Brendan didn’t feel like turning it on.
He pocketed the small device and rested his chin on his hands. The door to Michelle’s room was closed now, and presumably the sisters were engaging in one of the most difficult conversations of their lives. A bit of an unfortunate way to rekindle their relationship.
And speaking of trying relationships, Brendan hadn’t even told his parents yet that he’d killed their eldest son. That would be a fun one, he was sure.
The guard at the door nodded to Brendan. “Rough night, guy?”
Brendan leaned back in his chair, which faced Michelle’s door. “Yeah, you could say that.”
“Heard you killed your own brother.”
“That’s the rumor.” Brendan put his head back against the wall.
A nurse pushed a bed past them, prompting Brendan to slide his heels back under his seat. Once the hallway was clear, the cop spoke to him again. “Also heard you tried to save that hot DEA chick.”
“Tried.”
“Shitty.”
Brendan sighed and looked up and down the hall, searching for any kind of distraction. On cue, the latch on the door to Michelle’s room clicked and Kim appeared, tears brimming in the soft hospital lights. Brendan had barely stood up before she strode and grabbed him in a tight hug. He returned the gesture uneasily, not entirely sure what was going on.
“Is Michelle okay?”
“Yeah, she’s fine.” Kim sniffed against his shoulder. “Thanks to you.”
“It was nothing.” He moved his lips close to her ear. “Are things going to be okay between you two?”
Kim didn’t answer immediately, but then said, “It’ll take time, but I think it’ll be okay. Eventually.”
“Are things going to be okay between us?”
“Michelle told me the details of your—” She searched for the right word, shooting a sideways glance to the guard. “Encounter.”
“Not my proudest moment,” Brendan said as Kim broke their embrace.
“It’s totally gross and weird that Michelle did that to you, but she said Grant forced her into it to blackmail you, or something like that?”
“Something like that.”
“It’s not like I expect you to be a virgin or anything.” Kim ran a hand through her hair. “I mean, we’re not in high school anymore.”
“No, we’re not,” Brendan mumbled, arguing internally over the merits in sharing the exact details as he knew them. No smart couple ever shared every little secret, right? Was it worth trying to explain that Grant had wanted Michelle to totally fake it, in order to guilt Brendan into leaving Shallow Creek? With Grant dead, he was a good enough scapegoat, at least for now.
Another thought popped into his head. He asked Kim to stay out in the hall for a second while he went in to see her sister really quick. Once by her side, he gently roused her from a shallow sleep.
“Hey, when you ran out of the diner crying and those assholes jumped us, did you and Grant set that whole thing up, too?”
She immediately burst into tears again. “I’m so sorry.” She grabbed onto the bottom of his shirt. “Grant promised you’d leave if you got beat up. He told me he wouldn’t have to kill you then.”
“Nothing like brotherly love, huh?” a voice said from behind.
Brendan turned to find Special Agent in Charge Norman lurking in the entryway to Michelle’s room. Michelle’s grip on the front of Brendan’s shirt slackened, and then she finally withdrew completely.
Norman scowled, as usual. “We need to talk. Now.”

Chapter 53

Brendan and Norman stood in the doorway to Michelle’s room. Kim slid past both of them and took a seat on the far side of her sister’s bed. Brendan kept an eye on the pair as they chatted quietly.
“What are you doing here?” he asked the agent.
“I was visiting Tyson again,” Norman said. “Docs are still trying to work out how to fix his face after the beating your brother gave him.”
The tone riding through Norman’s words reeked of blame towards Brendan, but he ignored it. His brother had battered one agent and killed another, and Brendan made an easy target. He tried to divert the conversation.
“I’m sorry about Spee.”
“Nothing you could’ve done.” Norman’s tone indicated otherwise.
So much for diverting the conversation. Brendan took a different tack. “How did you find us out on the road anyway?”
“Because we bugged their phone,” Norman said plainly. “If you’d given a better description of the location, we could’ve arrived earlier.”
And saved Agent Spee. Those words didn’t need to be said for Brendan to hear them. At least he now had a clearer idea of why Norman blamed him so much for what had happened.
The agent cleared his throat. “Also, I’m willing to forget that you assaulted a sheriff’s deputy and escaped from police custody, because you did us all a favor by killing Jasper.”
Brendan’s ears perked up. “What did you just say?”
“That I’m glad you had the balls to take down your own brother,” Norman explained, spelling it out slowly. “Not a lot of folks could handle that.”
“You called him Jasper.”
“Right. That was the codename his crew used for him.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know,” Norman said, exasperated now. “It was their name for the leader. That’s all we know.”
Michelle was now observing them intently, ignoring Kim’s idle chatter. With everything else going on, Brendan’s brain had a tough time slotting all the puzzle pieces together. His brother wasn’t Jasper; that much was clear. Before her death, Spee had whispered Michelle’s name. Brendan had thought she’d been worried because Michelle had been shot, but now that he thought about it, Spee couldn’t have known about that.
Michelle’s stare riveted right through Brendan, probing and cold.
Maybe Spee had worked out what everyone else had missed.
Kim leaned in close to say something. Michelle’s expression turned to stone. Her head turned robotically, her eyes locking on to her target. In a blur, she trapped Kim in a headlock and brought a bright object up to her neck. Brendan moved in, followed by Norman. The agent drew his gun.
“Freeze!” Michelle said, the agony of her wounds penetrating her voice as Kim struggled. The IV stand flew to the ground when Kim’s leg swept under it. “I swear to God, I will kill her.”
The two men held their ground as the deputy guarding the door finally woke up and peeked inside to check out all the commotion. Michelle gave her sister’s head a violent twist and finally Kim ceased thrashing around. The knife was just barely in view from where Michelle held it under the forearm securing Kim’s head.
Brendan shook his head in disgust. “How did I not realize this before?”
“Because you’re not very smart.”
“The guy at Trish’s even called you Jasper.”
“And I had him killed for that.”
Nobody moved for a few precious moments as Brendan weighed his options. Even with Michelle heavily sedated, there was no way to get the blade away from her before she sliced her sister’s neck open.
“So what’s your play here, Jasper?” Norman demanded. “Killing your sister won’t accomplish anything.”
Brendan felt like he’d already had this same argument with another psycho two days before. Michelle started to lose her cool, shrieking out each syllable as she ranted and raved from her bed. “Grant was trying to edge me out of the business! I’m the only reason it worked at all. I’m the one who found Serge. I’m the one who put the whole damn thing together, and Grant had the nerve to push me out?”
Michelle blinked hard a few times and yawned impressively, but her knife stayed concealed under Kim, who remained motionless. Presumably the white sheets would’ve turned red by know if Michelle had already stabbed her sister’s throat. At this point, Brendan noticed a weird clicking sound coming from some of the medical equipment next to Michelle’s bed.
“But I owned Grant,” Michelle insisted drowsily. “He even followed my last little order.”
Her voice dropped off completely as her head gradually tilted to one side. Kim’s head jerked up out of the headlock. A lightning-fast fist to her sister’s face drew out a sharp crack, but Michelle’s blade shot up and dragged under Kim’s retreating forearm.
Brendan immediately jumped in front of Norman. “Don’t shoot!”
“Get out of the way!”
“No, don’t shoot her.” Brendan spread his arms, palms up. “She’s down. She’s not going to hurt anyone.”
“Speak for yourself,” Kim muttered, applying pressure to the long slice traversing almost from her elbow to her wrist.
Norman sighed, but kept his weapon drawn. “Deputy, secure Mrs. Rhodes.”
“Thank you.” Brendan stepped in front of the cop and edged around the bed. Kim immediately collapsed into his arms. “How did you do that?” he asked, genuinely impressed. He examined her arm and determined the scalpel hadn’t penetrated an artery.
“After that thing I told you about, I started taking self-defense classes,” she said weakly, no signs of tears coming. “I never missed a week.”
“I can see that.”
“Plus, I was clicking the hell out of that morphine drip.”
Brendan laughed, despite the serious situation. Kim showed signs of shock and he had to keep her talking. He set her down in a chair and grabbed a blanket hanging over the back of it. Blood soaked the thin fabric as Brendan wrapped her forearm and applied pressure of his own.
“Can someone get a nurse—” Brendan started, but a pair of them plowed through him and quickly disassembled his makeshift bandage. One even took a moment to glare back at him in acute disapproval.
Brendan watched Kim intently as the nurses worked. Her eyes stayed locked on her unconscious sister, whose nose still gushed blood on the previously white sheets. Agent Norman barked commands into his radio while the sheriff’s deputy carefully handcuffed Michelle to the bed and removed the scalpel from reach.

Epilogue

Asphalt hummed loudly under the pickup’s oversized tires. Their only companions on the long, empty stretch of highway consisted of a kettle of vultures circling over some carrion. Brendan didn’t even know why he knew the collective name for vultures, but maybe that was part of his West Texas education.
Kim reached across the center console and put her hand on his forearm. He turned his hand over and grimaced as his right biceps reminded him Grant had shot it a few days before.
After recovering from the initial shock of almost dying at her older sister’s hand, Kim had begged Brendan to take her on a road trip to San Antonio, to get her mind off things. Brendan had readily agreed, maybe a little too quickly for Kim’s tastes. She’d clearly indicated then that they’d sleep in separate beds each night. That was fine, but Brendan wasn’t sure that would last long. They’d been inseparable since the collapse of the Jasper drug ring, taking solace in each other’s pain.
The doctors hadn’t kept her in the hospital long. Apparently something as trivial as a six-inch-long knife wound meant little when insurance companies ran the show. They’d stitched her up and left her in the foyer before Brendan had finished eating lunch in the cafeteria.
On their way to the exit, they’d run into Marcus escorting Taryn into the hospital. His sister had wrapped her arms around his neck, and the first thing he’d noticed was the same sour odor from last time, but instead of disgust, he’d only felt pity.
Marcus explained that he’d picked up Serge packing bags for himself and Taryn, and she’d been so out of it that she’d have followed the big bald bastard anywhere. A nurse met them at that point and led Taryn off for a check-up before they decided what kind of treatment she qualified for. Marcus had called ahead and organized the appointment.
Brendan thanked Marcus for helping his sister, and for the text earlier, claiming it had almost saved a life. In truth, all the text said was that Marcus had found Taryn and she was safe, but Grant didn’t know that. After exchanging a brotherly hug, Marcus excused himself and headed back to his office to tackle the mountain of paperwork caused by all the excitement in Shallow Creek.
At that point, finally left alone for more than a few seconds, Kim had asked Brendan to take her the hell away from Shallow Creek. He spent the night sleeping on her couch, but kept his promise now as they sped away from the small town.
Brendan’s cell phone rang, so he hit the button to transmit the call through the hands-free system in his truck.
“Mr. Rhodes,” Special Agent Tyler Norman said. Brendan hadn’t even known the guy’s first name until the day before, when the agent had given him his card. “I just got word that a text was sent from someone at the cabin to your brother’s phone when he was driving off with Special Agent Spee.”
“And what did it say?” Brendan asked, not wanting to reengage in this crazy situation, but unable to help himself.
“‘Kill her.’”
“Whose phone was it?” Kim asked.
“Belonged to one of the dead guys, if Mr. Rhodes’ story holds true.”
“I’m guessing Tyson didn’t shoot that text out,” Brendan said.
“He says he only left your sister-in-law alone for a minute while he looked for a way to cinch a bandage for her.”
“But she was shot,” Kim said.
“For all her other faults, your sister is one tough lady,” Brendan pointed out.
Kim nodded sullenly. “It’s just so crazy that she was the one pulling most of the strings.”
“It was such a crazy notion that we all missed it,” Norman said.
A thought occurred to Brendan, something else he’d missed. “Whatever happened to Scott Fisher? He was Casey’s informant, right?”
Norman sighed. “We just found his body rotting in a dumpster outside a derelict warehouse across town.”
Kim gasped, but Brendan felt little loss. The son of a bitch and his crew had beaten his ass while the jackass snitched for the DEA. Maybe Scott had to prove his commitment to Grant and Michelle’s cause, but that didn’t matter to Brendan’s bruised body. In the end, apparently his secret didn’t stay secret enough. Brendan wondered if that was why Spee broke her cover, because his brother had already burned Scott. Or maybe her breaking cover directly led to his death.
He’d never know.
“I need both of you to stay in town for a while, so we can sort all this mess out and close the case file for good.”
“No can do, sir,” Brendan replied. “We’ll be back in a couple of days.”
“Not acceptable,” Norman snapped. “Get your asses back here now.”
“If you want us, come and get us.”
“But the Torres—”
Brendan ended the call and thumbed his ringer off. They rolled on in silence, eating up the highway and watching nothing in particular. Brendan took Kim’s hand in his own. She looked over with tears in her eyes, but smiled weakly before staring out her window.
There was a lot for the two of them to work through; that much was obvious. But they’d already cruised right through a mountain of treacherous terrain that would’ve crushed a lot of relationships. Brendan leaned back against the headrest and took a deep breath, watching the painted lines on the road stream by. He and Kim had a long journey ahead, but they stood a better chance of reaching their destination if they stuck together.
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