From Prologue: Tampa, Florida, 2001





   When the very visibly pregnant young blonde woman slipped while stepping down from a Tampa city bus, Ed Cade quickly reached for her right forearm to steady her, but her arm flashed upward and her hand locked around the left epaulet of his khaki shirt.


   Cade's grasping left hand thusly passed beyond where her forearm had been and collided with her right breast. She squealed, let go of her purse, and slapped frantically at his hand as she regained her balance on the curb.


   "Sorry," said Cade. "I was reaching for your arm, but you yanked it away when you grabbed my shirt."


   She gave him a vastly skeptical look, then realized that her fingers were still clutching his epaulet. She let go as Cade reached to retrieve her purse and hand it to her.


   After straightening her sundress and pulling her mid-thigh skirt down, she leaned against the bus stop sign and checked her right shoe, wiggling the heel.


   "Is it broken?" asked Cade.


   "No, I don't think so."


   Nodding at her middle, Cade said, "Maybe you were just off balance for a moment. It happens when you carry heavy things around, even when you think you're used to them."


   The bus doors closed and it began to pull away as she started to say something, its loudly rattling diesel engine drowning out her first words, so she waited for it to be gone before starting again.


   "Sorry for slapping your hand," she said, "I thought you were trying to grope me. It's happened before."


   "No sweat," said Cade. "If you're okay, I have to get going. I've got a friend in there." He thumbed toward the hospital building behind him.


   "Yeah, I'm okay," she said. "That's where I'm going, too, in a little while." Patting her stomach, she said, "It's checkup day. I have a two o'clock. Thanks again."


   Cade was halfway to the hospital's big glass doors when he saw sudden motion in the reflection of the street behind him. A skinny black guy who had been leaning on a light pole launched himself away from it and began running.


   As Cade turned to watch what was happening, the guy headed straight for the pregnant woman. Cade started running toward her, too. The guy slowed down long enough to grab her purse and yank it off her arm, then he sprinted down the sidewalk like a track star.


   'Jesus,' thought Cade, knowing he didn't have a chance in hell of catching up even as he continued running.


   The runner cut left into an walkway area between buildings, hopping over an orange barrier net. As Cade followed, he saw a pile of construction debris. Bricks, lumber, pipe, decorative cobbles for a fountain being built.


   Cade slid to a stop, grabbed a cobble, and looked for the runner. The walkway was empty. He threw the cobble and grabbed two more, then started running again.


   The cobble he'd thrown sailed in a high arc, landed behind the runner and bounced, then slammed into the guy's back. The guy staggered, swearing in pain and trying to reach the center of his back, then he lost his balance and tripped over a big crack in the old concrete walkway.


   As Cade jogged up to him, the guy pulled one of those so-called 'tactical' folding knives and, cursing, told him to back off. Cade looked at the knife. Black handle, brass flick-open thingie on the partially serrated blade. He'd heard it lock open with a loud 'snap'.


 


From Chapter Three (Texas):


   To further compound a questionable day, Cade's girlfriend, Brenda, told him when he got home that his ex-girlfriend had called and that she'd sounded very upset.�   "About what?" asked Cade, pulling her to him and kissing her soundly. "Mmm. You taste pretty good, miLady."�   "Thank you. She didn't say, but she said she'd call back this evening. Why do you think she's calling you, Ed?"�   Cade shrugged and said, "Damned if I know. She's in the Army at Fort Monroe, Virginia. If it were an emergency, she'd be calling someone a little closer than Texas."�   Brenda looked at him for some moments, then said, "You said you broke up with her just before you came back to Texas. That was in early February, Ed. It's almost the end of May now. Almost four months. What's going to make her call you after all that time?"�   Cade shrugged again and said, "I dunno. Maybe I forgot something when I left? I've already had kind of a big day, Brenda. Let's just wait and see what she wants."�   Brenda shook her head. "If you'd broken up with me the way you said you broke up with her, I'd have trashed anything that couldn't be sold." She raised an index finger in the air and solemnly added, "AFTER I'd crushed it, stomped on it, spit on it, and burned it, that is."�   Cade grinned and said, "Wow. Thanks for warning me."�   "I think you're missing my point, Ed."�   "Make one, Brenda. Then maybe I won't miss it. Or, better yet, let's not worry about why she called and go take a shower. I'll give you the same great service whether you're dirty or not, you know."�   Brenda sighed with exasperation and said, "Quit fooling around and listen. I think Kim's pregnant, Ed. I think that's why she called. I think you're about to become a father."�   Cade gazed silently at Brenda for a moment, then turned away to make himself a coffee. Brenda moved to stand beside him at the sink and said nothing for some moments.�   Tap some instant into the cup. Damn, way too much. Screw it. Add hot water anyway. Stir mindlessly. Oh, damn, damn, damn...�   "Well?" asked Brenda.





