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Chapter 1

 thick blue smoke cloud insulated the dark bar. A popular 
country tune twanged an empathetic broken-hearted message 
from the jukebox. Carson Brand sipped bourbon rocks from a 

heavy high ball glass. His thoughts rankled him, he was troubled by his 
strong doubts of Natalie, his girlfriend of eight months.

His brow furrowed in anger as he studied the drink before him. He 
was convinced that Natalie was cheating on him. 

Like a strong wind driving dry leaves before it, a looming danger 
scattered his troubled thoughts. A sense of impending violence 
provided him some relief from the painful images in his mind of her 
lying in ecstasy beneath another man. He looked up in alarm.

Normally, any diversion from his dark suspicions would have been 
a welcome interruption. The danger of the moment, however, was a 
diversion as dire as his jealous doubts.

His gaze canted left towards the ominous presence which had 
roused him from his quiet thoughts. He didn’t want trouble, but here 
it was.
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He felt grim surprise that he registered no internal alarm at the 
impending threat before him. He realized, with habitual practicality, 
that his reluctance to fight was more related to the five dollars he had 
recently sacrificed to the merry glow of the digital juke box, than the 
threat of imminent danger descending upon him.

He was well into his favorite part of his daily ritual: getting to the 
bottom of the first of three bourbons, a hard and fast after-work 
therapy. The haze of an infant buzz had just begun to weave a dull 
screen, through which life would soon appear pleasant and full of 
possibility.

“4th of the one-thirty-third, huh?”
A bearded man stood just outside of foot range. His tattooed, 

logger-size arms were crossed over an airborne T-shirt which struggled 
to hide a barrel chest and lean washboard stomach.

He referred to the Texas Army National Guard unit with which 
Brand had served years before.

Brand did not immediately react. Sometimes one paid for friendly 
intentions. In bar life, one thing led to another thing, and the last thing 
was Brand making a friendly connection with a military brother at the 
bar.

“Last time I checked, that was a weekend warrior F.A. battalion.”
Airborne pointed a thick accusing finger at Brand.
“You were never in Falusia, because they were never in Falusia.”
The oaf was right. His former National Guard field artillery battalion 

had never seen any service in the desert. The forbidding heat of Fort 
Hood for two weeks every summer was no picnic, but it wasn’t life 
threatening if you observed proper heat discipline.

Resigned to the inevitable looming conflict, Brand drained his drink. 
Ice fell rebelliously onto his upper lip. A small cold stream escaped his 
chin and darkened his shirt.
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Karen, the dark-haired bartender, watched the developing 
situation dubiously. Brand glanced at her to gauge how far he could go 
without the police intervening.

Karen was a veteran of countless bar conflicts and seemed 
nonplussed thus far. He smiled weakly at her. She was more than his 
bartender. She was his friend and a former lover. She had placed him 
firmly into the friend zone once she had learned he was married at the 
time they dated. He was no longer married, but he remained in the 
friend zone, nonetheless.

Karen was one of the few blondes who colored their hair brunette. 
He had only known her with dark hair. Blonde was the hair color of her 
old life. This new chapter was likely as dark as the hair change.

Mr. Muscles was growing impatient with Brand’s wool-gathering.
“You’d best come out of it, Mr. Nasty Guard.”
Brand returned his glass to the moist coaster, decorated with a 

colorful beer logo. He wiped the ice trail from his chin with a 
disapproving frown. He considered the indignant big man with an 
impassive eye. 

The problem wasn’t the insult of the exaggerated claims of his 
military service. The underlying cause of this confrontation was the 
large breasts and gym-honed curves of the dusky brunette at the end 
of the bar.

Her name was Gwen. She was a real estate broker with a big 
national firm. She drove a Saab and lived in a million-dollar house in 
the hill country. She had arrived early for her date by more than two 
hours. She spent most of that time downing dirty Martinis and putting 
Brand in his place.

The latter was recompense for his loitering gaze and friendly small 
talk. In his experience, beautiful women displayed their interest 
through deprecating comments, delivered in the context of helpful 
advice regarding the hopelessness of winning their favor.
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His philanderer buddy, Bert, had an opening line that never failed. 
Women like Gwen were his favorite quarry. He began with an 
hypothesis:

‘Is it fair that when a woman has many sexual partners, she is 
considered a slut, but when a man has many partners, he is considered 
a stud?’

No matter the answer, he invariably followed the first question 
with an unlikely challenge. He would say in a conspiratorial tone, 
‘When I tell you why, you will agree that it is not only true, but 
completely fair.’

Invariably, his challenge was accepted, and his prediction of their 
agreement summarily rejected. 

In Brand’s opinion, Bert was halfway there merely being given the 
time to work the angle. He had successfully made it to the “chair.”

Bert would explain to the skeptical woman that a man’s nature is 
to meet women. If he is not good at it, he has a faulty Approach 
Mechanism. A woman’s nature is to reject the man. How the man 
handles the rejection determines whether he is an appropriate mate 
or not. If a large number of men get through the screening process, 
she is said to have a faulty Filtering Mechanism.

Mr. Muscles shifted his weight, frustrated with Brand’s delayed 
reaction to the danger he represented.

Brand understood the reasoning behind the theory, but he 
suspected that the line only worked if delivered with proper skill. 
Brand had never been much of a lady’s man. Drunken Gwen was just 
hot enough that he had given the method a try. The line got her 
attention but failed to impress her in the payoff. Luckily – maybe that 
was not the right word – she found Brand attractive enough to flirt 
with him in return.

Brand’s eyes brightened as his attention returned to the big man.
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“Let’s get down to what is really bothering you, big boy. Your girl 
chatted me up before you got here. From what I gather, she is the 
brains of the operation. She is also, apparently, pretty proud of how 
much of a woman she is.”

Brand raised his voice a fraction to include Karen.
“I’m gonna need another in just a minute, sugar.”
Karen moved forward cautiously and collected his glass. He nodded 

his thanks and continued his thought.
“You are backing a losing cause. I was minutes away from hitting 

that in the parking lot when you arrived. I’m having girlfriend problems 
of my own, so she caught me in a weakened state.”

Mr. Muscles lowered his huge arms. He flexed his hands as his rage 
grew. He was big, at least six-five. He likely lived in the gym. He was 
former military, based upon their earlier conversation, his taking 
offense at Brand’s boast of military combat service, and the Airborne 
T-shirt.

The poor guy had arrived for his date a doomed man. Drunk Gwen 
was past her Filtering stage and was well into the next. Brand wasn’t 
sure how Bert would characterize the metamorphosis, but he saw it as 
the phase where rejected hot girl sic’s intimidating boyfriend on guy 
with faulty Approach Mechanism.

He felt himself galvanized in his reaction to the threat. 
No point taking this thing sitting down. 
Brand stood to his full six feet and faced the behemoth. He was in 

good shape for a regular guy who ate what he wanted and drank 
frequently. He was thick in the right places and his arms and legs were 
sturdy from a lifetime of outdoor labor. His dark blue eyes reflected a 
menace the bigger man immediately recognized.

“This is about to go bad for you”, Brand said calmly. His tone belied 
the rage growing within him in reaction to the confident aggression of 
the bigger man.
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He glanced at Karen with a look meant to assuage her rising sense 
of alarm. Her expression assured him she was not assuaged. He looked 
at the big man once more.

 “Being a big guy has kept you out of fights. Most guys don’t like to 
tangle with six-foot-five assholes.”

Brand felt a familiar heat rising deep inside of him. His anger with 
Natalie’s likely indiscretions, coupled with the threat of violence to his 
person, narrowed his eyes and stiffened his back. He awaited the hum 
of adrenalin which always led to the next stage, a release deep within 
him which blossomed into the freedom of full, unbridled fury.

Although his passions mounted, his voice remained even.
“I’ve got bigger problems than you right now. Why don’t you go 

back to your girl and your drink while you can.”
He pointed mildly towards Gwen and the nearby empty seat.
The giant made no move to retreat.  
Brand was near the point where he would no longer be able to 

resist the growing desire for conflict. With his remaining calm near its 
end, he tried to reason with the big man.

“As I said, you are a big guy and that has gotten you out of a lot of 
trouble. If you were a smaller man, I would feel guilty about stomping 
a mud hole in your ass. If you keep annoying me, I am going to whip 
your ass right in front of that slutty girlfriend of yours.”

Brand watched the giant’s eyes. He saw the dullness of fear and 
doubt cloud them. Mr. Muscles had never been faced down before. 
This was unfamiliar ground for him.

Brand’s lips tightened into a disapproving tight line. He watched 
fear grip the bigger man. He clearly saw the man’s mind working to 
understand this new approach to backing down from a fight. 
Unexplainably, the brute’s weakness drew a deeper anger from Brand.

Mr. Muscles experienced a troubling doubt at this uncharacteristic 
reaction to his aggression. The expected flurry of retractions, apologies 
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and calls to reason were not being used here. This smaller man was, in 
fact, skipping the part where he hurled impotent threats and promises 
of violence intended to bluff his way out of the fight. He was moving 
with unflinching purpose to the physical conflict phase at a tempo the 
big man had never experienced.

Brand recognized a growing reluctance in the bigger man. He 
worked to master the rising wave building within him. He felt genuine 
pity for the man. Gwen was getting what she wanted, but at the cost 
of a good man’s pride. The pity, however, was not enough to halt his 
headlong descent into violent rage.

With a visible effort, Brand relaxed his body language, though not 
enough for his stand-down to be perceived as fear.

“Go back to your girlfriend”, he muttered dismissively. “I’ll buy you 
a drink for the exaggeration about my military record.”

Brand sat again, dismissing the giant. Karen placed a fresh drink 
before him, watching Mr. Muscles suspiciously.

The big man stayed in place for a long moment, unsure how to 
proceed. Finally, he moved slowly behind Brand and back to the end 
of the horseshoe-shaped bar where Gwen glowered at him silently, 
eyes blazing.

“This isn’t over”, Karen confided in a low voice.
“Maybe”, Brand replied, sipping his drink. He struggled to master 

the surplus energy of his rising passions.
The couple at the end of the bar argued in hushed but urgent tones. 

Brand knew she was excoriating him for his cowardice. Mr. Muscles 
was likely trying to explain away his retreat with a combination of 
reasonable assertions for avoiding trouble, and swaggering boasts of 
how the smaller guy wasn’t worth his time and effort.

Gwen wasn’t buying it – not one bit.
Karen served Mr. Muscles the drink and gestured across the bar 

towards Brand, crediting him with the purchase.
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Mr. Muscles looked at the drink. All the while, his girlfriend poured 
poison into his ear. Finally, her goading took hold.

He slammed both fists on the bar and threw the drink onto the 
stained floor. Glass exploded, and amber liquor splashed his boots. He 
left his chair at a sprint. He lowered his shoulders in a wild and woolly 
move to tackle Brand.

Brand saw this immediately. He rose, grabbing his sturdy wood and 
steel bar chair. He threw it at the attacker’s feet.

Mr. Muscles’ boots tangled in the heavy falling chair. He grabbed 
the stout wooden trim at the edge of the bar, trying to catch himself. 
His head rose as he struggled to right himself.

Brand hammered a right into the middle of his straining visage. The 
crack of his breaking nose sounded like a pool cue broken over a knee. 
Brand followed the blow with a left to the side of his head, just behind 
the ear.

The giant landed on his battered face, out cold.
Brand waited in surprise. The behind-the-ear shot had been luck. 

He fought by the credo ‘hit hard and hit often.’ His military training, 
albeit on weekends and two weeks each summer, had included 
handgun training. In shooting, it was called a double tap. Never trust 
in a single shot – or blow. The lucky finishing punch was a last resort 
as his target fell out of range.

“I’m calling the police…guy who I have never seen before.”
Karen went to the phone and dialed 911 as Brand dashed out the 

front door.
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