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Author's Note
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This is the third edition of Endangered Trust, which is the fifth novel in the “Jewels
Trust Series,” I first published in 2013. And, no it doesn’t
involve a jungle to which my picture may elude. As I’ve mentioned
in my “notes” in previous books, I love to entertain (which is why
I write suspense novels and take goofy pictures) and tend to
venture on the wild side at times … perhaps going out on that
proverbial limb—uh, or swinging on a vine in this case—more than I
should (or not).

Anyway, first of all, if you’ve read any or all of
the first four books in the series—Mistaken Trust, Ultimate
Trust, Reluctant Trust, and Deadly Trust—THANK YOU! I
conjure nefarious characters and plots for you. And if this
is your virgin adventure reading a book I’ve penned: fair warning,
I don’t write G-rated books … and thank you for being a daring
reader!

Secondly, as I’ve
mentioned before, I’ve written these novels to be read a specific
order, starting with book one (Mistaken Trust), which is
critical for character evolution and advancing relationships in the
stories that follow.If you’ve
followed the series from the beginning, you have tracked Jewels’
character development as she honed her defensive skills—by
stumbling into more trouble than she’s bargained for—as well as her
abilities to cope with the ups and downs of love, relationships,
and marriage.
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In the Jewels Trust novels, each book “features”
(if you will) creepy bad guys. Exceedingly deranged, creepy bad guys. However, I think Endangered Trust may reveal the worst yet. Here’s a quick
recap of the villains in the first four novels to jog your
memory:

1) In Mistaken Trust, the clever Commander is obsessed with cleansing Jewels as his wife while his ruthless strong arm,
Tank,
vows revenge against Jewels for
scarring his face.

2) Ultimate Trust includes a mad bomber—the town outcast known as
Scarecrow
Man—who kidnaps Jewels
and demands millions of dollars along with a new heart for his
wife, threatening to blow Jewels to smithereens in his “bomb chair”
if his demands aren’t made. Just when you think it’s over,
self-proclaimed “forced intervention expert,” Darryl Checketts,
abducts Jewels to initiate “treatment,” involving a baseball bat
bludgeoning her head, to cure an
ex girlfriend—Jewels’ executive assistant, Belinda—who he accuses
Jewels of “brainwashing against him” so she will return to love
him.

3) Reluctant Trust introduces Marshall’s evil twin, The Dentist, who seeks single, heavy-set women to
torture and murder and also aims to “become” Marshall. It’s during
his takeover of Marshall’s life that Jewels encounters the sadist
wrath of The
Dentist. Later,
Tanglenet,
the “catch of the day,
umph-umph” cannibal, reels in Jewels and prepares her body for his
smokehouse.

4) And in Deadly Trust, the obnoxious “big word speaking” serial killer
Lance
Dunnaway who touts his
“phizog waxing creative abilities,” teams with ruthless
assassin, Tank, to
purchase
Jewels as art making material
while ransoming her for the
specs to a weapon the likes the world has never seen.

Phew! Intense. Yet, as twisted as those killers
are, I suspect the so-called Meat Grinder Murderer in novel number five may be the most demented,
violent antagonist Jewels is compelled to confront yet. I’ll be
honest, when researching and writing the detail for some of the
macabre scenes involving this villain, I gave myself the
heebie-jeebies!

Have a killer good time reading! ~Shirley

 


P.S. If you haven’t already, please visit my
website https://shirleyspain.weebly.com
for your FREE ebook copy of Forever Breathless, a stand-alone novel in my “Killer Among
Us” collection of psychological thrillers!
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Turney, my
jewelry-loving, vivacious, cycling friend who I can count on to
supply some wickedly wonderful treat (usually involving chocolate)
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Noray, you were
my inspiration for Jewels’ beautiful sexy friend, Ronay.
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Prologue




“What I did was not for sexual pleasure.

Rather it brought me some peace of mind.”

—Andrei Chikatilo, known as the Red Ripper

and the
Butcher of Rostov, Soviet

serial killer of over 50 women.

 


 


TWENTY-ONE YEARS AGO.

Cowering in the back corner of the
Penance
Room, “Miss Margaret,
stop! Please stop,” the preteen cried.

“Spare the rod, spoil the child,” she yelled,
unleashing a flurry of violent strikes against his bare torso,
arms, and head with a metal golf club.

He huddled into a ball, arms tightly wrapped around
his head futilely attempting to protect himself.

“I know what you did last night. I could smell it in
your room and see it on the sheets. You’re a filthy animal. The
disgusting son of a rapist,” she screamed, her long auburn hair
bouncing across her slight shoulders. “Get up you ungodly
creature,” she ordered, hazel eyes blazing murderously.

Turning around she leaned the nine iron against the
wall. Grabbed the two bungee cords dangling from hooks screwed into
a two-by-four on the wall. Picked up a meat tenderizing mallet from
the warped wooden shelf next to it.

Squinting his brown eyes washed red from tears, he
shook his shaved head littered with an abundance of bruises in
various stages of coloring. “No, Miss Margaret, please, no,” he
begged, knowing too well what was next. “I’ll ask God to forgive
me. I will. I promise—”

“Do you not know the unrighteous will not inherit
the kingdom of God?” she screeched.

Tearfully, “Yes, Miss Margaret—”

“Name the verse you unholy beast!”

“Cor-cor-corinthians six, nine.”

“Now pull down your pants and underwear and lie
down on the atonement board.
You must do penance to be absolved of your sin.”

Standing in the middle of the decrepit outbuilding
in their backyard, his skinny body quivered in dread as he gazed at
the medical backboard on the ground. Four nylon straps were
attached to the board and spread wide open. Each strategically
located to be fastened over his ankles, shins, waist and wrists,
and chest. Having no other choice, with his pants and underwear
bunched around his ankles, the twelve-year-old did as his mother
instructed. Shuffled his bare feet across the grimy wooden floor
and lay down flat on his back.

With the bungee cords draped over her shoulder, she
knelt at his side and applied the board restraints, leaving his
flaccid penis exposed.

“Please don’t, Miss Margaret. I’ll be a good boy,”
he tearfully pleaded.

Lips curled with disgust, she glared at his cock.
Ignoring his plea, she roughly encircled one of the bungee cords
around the base of it.

Shrieking, “Awwwh! Please, Miss Margaret. Stop.
Please don’t,” he desperately begged, squirming in misery.

“You’re the spawn of Satan,” she bitterly declared,
muscling the metal ends of the bungee cord to latch onto the cutout
sides of the board, brutally choking his genitals.

The boy screamed in torment, his body writhing under
the restraints.

Crawling to his head, she slid the other bungee cord
under the top of the restraint plank. Jerked it across his head and
clasped the hook ends together over his mouth to create a savage
gag.

The metal fasteners dug deeply into his bony cheeks
and sides of his mouth. His body convulsed in severe agony.

Ranting with disgust, “Either you’re dim-witted or
just plain rebellious evil. How many times are we going to have to
go through this before you are cured from touching yourself?” Picking up the mallet, without
hesitation she hammered the top of his right hand.

He wailed. Tears coursed down his cheeks. Snot
bubbled from his nose. And he peed and pooped himself.

“I might have to resort to binding your hands to
the bed at night or locking that thing in a chastity belt,” she threatened, repugnantly glaring at
his urine soaked penis. Leaning over him, yet careful not to allow
any of his bodily fluids to touch her cobalt blue casual knit
dress, she mightily pounded the top of his other hand with the meat
tenderizer.

Like so many other times, blood slowly surfaced from
the pyramid-like indentations stamped into the top of his hands.
His fingers tremored in hideous pain. Hot urine snaked around his
legs and hips scorching his skin. Feces oozed between his butt
crack and the insides of his thighs.

After standing up, she returned the metal mallet
to its designated spot on the wobbly shelf. Dusted her hands
together and rested them on her hips to gaze down at him in
righteous judgement. Exhaling deeply she flipped her long auburn
hair over her shoulder and scowled. “Cain, now is the time to
ponder your sins. Beg God for forgiveness. Realize the tiny bit of
discomfort you are experiencing is nothing compared to what our dear Lord, Jesus Christ, was
forced to endure on the cross to save a worthless soul like
yours.”

Uncontrollably his body shook in extreme distress as
she continued to lecture. Once she was through, he witnessed her
scornful features transform. Soften. But he knew what that meant
for him: continued pain.

Adoringly she gazed up at the crucifix hanging on
the wall of wooden planks. Knelt on a faded pink floral bath towel
she had neatly folded over several times and kept in the
penance
room, just for this
purpose. Clasped her hands together as if in prayer. “Now recite
the Stations with me.” Her voice was subdued. Tone
reverent.

Though his vocabulary was severely distorted, he
repeated the traditional Stations in unison with his mother.

“One, Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane,” she
passionately stated. “Two, Jesus is betrayed by Judas and arrested.
Three, Jesus is condemned by the Sanhedrin. Four, Jesus is denied
by Peter. Five, Jesus is judged by Pilate. Six, Jesus is scourged
and crowned with thorns. Seven, Jesus takes up his cross.”

The steel bungee cord hooks viciously stabbed his
tongue and raked at the corners of his lips with every word he
uttered.

Devotedly, she continued, “Eight, Jesus is helped by
Simon to carry his cross. Nine, Jesus meets the women of Jerusalem.
Ten, Jesus is crucified. Eleven, Jesus promises his kingdom to the
repentant thief. Twelve, Jesus entrusts Mary and John to each
other. Thirteen, Jesus dies on the cross. Fourteen, Jesus is laid
in the tomb.” She closed her eyes and bowed her head.

Blood filled his mouth. Trickled down the sides of
his face that bore stress lines like a shriveled old man. Pooled in
the numerous crevices of scars carved around his lips and in his
cheeks from countless encounters with the brutal bungee cord gag.
He knew relief from his suffering would not be forthcoming any time
soon.

After a moment of silence, she rose. Straightened
her dress. Sharply pivoted on her heels and returned to the warped
wooden shelf. Removed a timer. Cranked the dial to sixty. Gazing
down at him, “Now, Cain, I want you to close your eyes and keep
reciting the Stations of the Cross, and maybe God will have mercy
on your wretched soul.”

With the timer in hand, she turned and sauntered out
the door. For the next hour she would leave her son alone, brutally
restrained and wallowing in his own excrement in the middle of the
rickety building to redeem himself for masturbating.
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FIRST WEEK OF SEPTEMBER.

EARLY MORNING.

MARSHALL’S OFFICE AT WATTERSHAW.

“Tick tock. Tick tock. Enough is enough, Commander
Marshall Watters,” the synthesized voice scolded. “Time to turn the
tables. Your reign of terror has finally ended and now you must endure the consequences.
You’ll be receiving a cell phone within the next week. Keep it with
you at all times. Immediately answer it when it rings. That’s how
I’ll communicate my orders.”

Face pinched with concern, Marshall rigidly sat
behind his contemporary desk, phone receiver smashed against his
ear, intently listening to the message left the night before on his
direct line.

“And I know aaalllll about your fancy nano-informant NI-phone,” the digital voice
proclaimed with a raspy chuckle. After a brief pause, “As well as
the cryptic Agent Needs Assistance codes, like ANA seven-seventeen
which solicits covert help when an agent is in trouble. So don’t
use it. If you do I will know and
the fallout will be swift
and harsh.”

Marshall blankly stared across the room at his black
Stetson hanging on the coat tree in the corner of his office. Rays
from the sunrise shone through the lightly tinted windows behind
him, highlighting his hat like a spotlight while featuring the
minute carefree dust particles dancing about in the air.

“Think of our communications as a top secret op for
which you alone have clearance. That means you don’t tell anyone.
Not your partners. Not the local police. No one. If you do I
will
know and there
will be
grave
ramifications.”

Narrowing his dark eyes, Marshall clenched his
teeth. The sides of his temples pulsated.

The computerized modulation inhaled deeply, exhaled
slowly several times, perhaps as a faint attempt at a Darth Vader
impersonation. “And don’t test me,” the altered voice warned. “I
know you better than you know yourself, Commander Watters. I know
you are already conjuring up options for attempting to identify me.
I’ll save you the trouble with your phone trace. When you track the
origin of this call, you will be led to Siberia, then routed to the
Sudan, and forwarded to Mexico ... hell, it’s a world tour cloaking
me in complete anonymity.” The manipulated deep voice bellowed a
maniacal cackle.

Absently Marshall stroked his imaginary beard.
Continued to listen.

“I am keenly aware your wife, Julia, is your
Achilles heel. Thus she is my leverage. Your weakness is my power.
And I will invoke that
power against you as necessary.”

Marshall’s attention was instantly drawn to the
eight-by-ten photograph propped on the corner of his desk. It had
been taken nearly three years ago on the afternoon of their
red hot
wedding. Jewels was wearing a
sexy red dress and he a vibrant red western vest. At that moment,
he honestly believed he could not have loved her more. But he was
wrong. Since then, his love had deepened tenfold. And the message
rang true. Jewels was his
vulnerability. His soft underbelly that could be exposed to
effortlessly gut him. Not that he was complaining. And he
would do
anything,
absolutely anything, for
Jewels and be damned happy to do so.

The disguised voice rambled on, “Fail to do or not
do anything I
prescribe, I will know
and she will suffer
the punishment. I know that mind of yours is already scheming to
move Julia to a safe house or to surround her with bodyguards.
Perhaps even alter her daily routine in some way. Fair warning:
don’t. I will know
then she will pay the
price for your disobedience. And it will not be pleasant.”

Fists constricted with suppressed rage, Marshall
squeezed the phone so tightly his hand quivered.

“Ah, yes, the tables have been turned, Commander Marshall Watters,” the caller
reiterated. “It’s time for you to stop giving orders and to start taking them. You will do
everything I order. Let me
be clear: my intent is to drag you to hell and revel in ecstasy as
I witness your ass burning with insufferable pain.” Pausing, the
masked voice reprised the resemblance of Darth Vader’s heavy
breathing a few times, then, “You will receive your first
order
within the next two weeks. From
then on, your life will never be the same. Tick tock. Tick tock.”
The message ended.

Depositing the telephone handset back into its
cradle, Marshall inhaled deeply. Exhaled forcefully. Relinquished a
bit of tension. Leaning forward, he rested his elbows on his desk
and slowly rubbed his palms together. Drooped his head and gazed
vacantly at his lap in silent analysis. Was this someone’s twisted
idea of a joke? A teaser from a demented, but otherwise harmless,
perp meant to put him on edge? Or was this someone seriously bent
on making his life miserable? Could Jewels really be in danger, or
was this scumbag bluffing?

Picking up the phone, he listened to the message
again. Focused on the cadence and tone of the altered voice as well
as straining to detect any background noises.

“Knock, knock,” Warren called out, bounding into the
office.

Looking up, Marshall slammed the phone receiver into
its cradle.

Eyes wide, face drawn, intense concern obliterated
Warren’s features. “My god, Man, you look like you just discovered
your balls had been cut off.” He dashed to the front of Marshall’s
desk. Planted his palms on the desk top. Stiffened his arms and
drastically leaned toward him. “What the hell’s wrong? Are you
okay? Is Jewels okay?”

Marshall’s mind tumbled. He glanced up at Warren
suspiciously. Couldn’t help it. Whoever left the message not only
had access to his private office number, but also possessed
knowledge of the MTAF’s secret ANA codes. And if the caller wasn’t
bluffing, that meant he, or she, would also possess or have access
to an NI-phone, which wasn’t given out to just any member of the MTAF. Had to be a high ranking
current or former agent. That meant the perpetrator
had
to be a current or former
member of the MTAF or have a close connection to someone in the
Agency. And the person claimed to know him well and have knowledge
of Jewels, perhaps even of her day to day routines.

Unfortunately, Warren certainly fit the bill. As
much as Marshall wanted to confide in his longtime friend, he dared
not. At least not now.
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MIDDLE OF SEPTEMBER.

MONDAY MORNING.

“My purpose is not to defile you,
Miss
Margaret,” he professed,
gazing down at the pretty brunette he had abducted, stripped naked,
then strapped to the atonement board. A bungee cord was brutally fastened over her mouth.
Another between the lips of her femininity and secured around the
nylon restraint at her waist, creating a savage crotch
rope.

The woman quivered in agony. Face contorted in
severe misery. Tears, tainted black from running eyeliner and
mascara, streaked her cheeks.

Dropping to his knees near her chest, his upper body
remaining tall to tower over her, “I’m the son of a rapist. Evil is
in my blood,” he alleged with a malicious sneer. With purposeful
intent, he scooped up the twin rectangular-shaped meat tenderizers
caked with dried blood and bits of rotting flesh he had earlier
placed on the floor next to her head. But these were not the
typical hammer type meat tenderizers. They were a more
sophisticated and efficient version. The ergonomic, molded black
handgrip resembled a bulb planting garden tool. At the other end
were forty-eight razor sharp two-inch long spikes designed to
penetrate even the toughest meat and gristle with minimal
effort.

He wrapped his fingers around the handles, nestled
the tools in the palms of his hands. “My name is
Cain. I
am compelled to
perform certain acts. It is my duty. My heritage. My destiny.”
Inhaling a deep breath, he mightily exhaled. Thrust his torso
forward, attacking the top of her breasts with the meat spikes and
pressing down with the full weight of his body.

The needlelike stainless steel spears effortlessly
impaled her delicate tissue.

She screamed, twisting her bound body side-to-side
in excruciating pain.

Locking his elbows straight and baring his teeth, he
pushed down harder. Endured her berserk bucking.

Her blood surfaced. Seeped underneath the handgrips.
Crawled between his fingers. Glazed his knuckles.

The more she floundered, the more the blades drilled
deeper. The more they shredded her flesh.

Cain’s coppery-brown eyes sparked with splendor.
After about ten seconds of observing her escalating the mutilation
of her body by her wild contortions, he retracted the meat
tenderizers. Purposely skimmed the needle-pointed edges over her
tight nipples. Frayed them.

In hideous torment she shrieked. Convulsed
uncontrollably. Gasped to breathe. Expelled hot urine and
foul-smelling feces.

Laughing, he eyed her incontinence. Delightfully
watched her squirm miserably in it for a short while. Then raised
his arms above his head. Readjusted the aim of the piercing
spikes.

Droplets of blood dripped from the tips. Dotted her
bare abdomen. Marked the targeted area.

Eyes wide and wild with fright, she continued to
shriek in terror and madly pitch her head side-to-side so violently
the metal hooks from the bungee cord gag sawed into her cheeks,
exposing her blood-drenched teeth.

Sucking in air, Cain expelled forcefully, plunging
the bloody razor tines into the soft tissue between her hip
bones.

In unendurable pain she struggled in the unyielding
restraints and bellowed blood-curdling screams.

He bore down harder. Twisted the meat tenderizers
back and forth, gnawing through her flesh until her innards became
recognizable. Excavated a little deeper. Hooked a length of her
intestines onto the blades. Jerked upward. Yanked out about a
two-foot length of tissue resembling raw breakfast sausage links,
partially disemboweling her.

Eyes nearly popping out of her skull, she gasped
short, fast breaths. Each exhalation splattered blood around her
face and over her neck and shoulders.

Appraising her terror-filled features, he shimmied
his hands, jostling her bowels off the ends of the meat
tenderizers.

The mass fell into a gooey heap on her filleted
gut.

Her eyelids fluttered. She was close to passing
out. But didn’t. Wasn’t that lucky.

Sighing, “Miss Margaret, I know you tried.
You really did,”
Cain evaluated, his tone almost understanding. Shrugging, “But
every time you sentenced me to God’s penance, He never came to my
aid. Instead, the High Lord of Darkness did. Took me in. Comforted
me. Filled my mind with hope, instilling the virtue of those
miseries as preparation for a grand undertaking in the future. And
when that future arrived, he revealed his plan. This is a holy war.
I am one of Lucifer’s handpicked soldiers. Chosen to avenge the
meaningless contrition forced on innocents by God. My mission is to hunt the Miss Margarets of the
world who self-righteously toil in His behalf.”

Bloody lips shivering, the woman pitifully gazed
up at him. Attempted to deny she was Miss Margaret.

He grinned. Though she was brutally gagged, he
understood her words. Heard them before. When he subjected the Miss
Margarets to the atonement board, every time they denied Him. Ironic, he thought, revelling
in the notion that he had caused yet another of God’s followers to
renounce Him. Surely the High Lord of Darkness was
pleased.

Slipping the culinary tools turned devices of
torture off his hands and laying them on the floor, he pushed
himself to his feet. Evaluated her trembling, bleeding partially
dissected body. “Spare the rod, spoil the child ... or in this
case, spoil Miss Margaret,” he spouted with a sinister cackle.

Snatching up the old nine iron leaned against the
wood slatted wall, he held it with a firm double-handed grip.
Raised it high above his head. Vented a monstrous growl as he
engaged the entire force of his body to savagely slam the golf club
down across her knees.

Reeling in god awful torment the woman wildly
tussled in her bonds. Gasped and screamed with such force she
choked on her blood. Violently coughed it up along with pieces of
her lips and cheeks sawed off by the brutal metal hooks of the
bungee cord gag.

Relishing the sight of her extreme anguish and the
stench of her expelled body fluids, he struck her again. This time
on her shins. Seconds later, her rib cage.

Welts and bruises instantly manifested.

The Miss Margaret proxy continued to scream at the
top of her lungs and relentlessly struggle in the restraints. Her
wiggling body further smeared excrement around on her bloody
flesh.

Watching her for a moment, Cain tossed the metal
club to the side, dropped back down to his knees, menacingly eyed
her. Raked his bony fingers through her long locks. The once silky
and shiny strands were now mussed and matted with blood. Neatly he
fanned the hair encircling her neck, creating a frame around her
face.

Her body relentlessly spasmed in ungodly misery.
Woefully she bleated.

Cain gathered the meat tenderizers again. Snuggled
his fingers around the handles, purposely rotating his wrists to
push the kitchen gadgets into his palms for a more firm grip.
Glanced at her in a way to instill more fear.

Wide-eyed, “No-no,” she pathetically begged, blood
bubbling from shredded lips and oozing between the holes in her
cheeks. Tears and clear snot glazed her makeup-streaked face.

Extending his arms wide to the side of his body,
Cain arched his back and focused on the crucifix turned upside down
on the wall. “Miss Margaret, thank you for molding me into the
unhallowed beast that I am. Now behold the wrath of the High Lord
of Darkness,” he proudly intoned. With great speed he descended
upon his victim. Pummeled the woman’s head something fierce with
the piercing tines of the meat tenderizers.

By the time he was through, her face was
unrecognizable. Literally looked like a heap of coarsely minced
hamburger, revealing discernible connective tissue and bone
fragments. Blood and chunks of flesh tangled her flowing auburn
hair. Even part of her jaw, with three teeth still attached, was
intertwined in her locks.

Bathed in her blood and breaths ragged, he studied
her torso.

Ever so slightly it moved up and down. Somehow she
was still alive. Barely.

He beamed a wide smile and rose to his feet.
Exchanged the bloody meat tenderizers for an old baking timer.
Cranked the dial, mingling her fresh blood with the dried smears of
her predecessors. “In sixty minutes I shall return to
baptize
you,” he promised the
unconscious woman.

“You shall be my fifth sacrificial offering to the
High Lord of Darkness.” Stoked with great pride, he pivoted on his
heel and briskly strolled out of the rickety wooden building.


Three




TUESDAY MORNING.

SAGE RIVER PARKWAY TRAIL.

“Jewels, I have to be honest, just riding past
the dump
sites where those poor
women were found creeps me out. I don’t know what
we
can possibly do to try to help
find this vicious killer,” Ronay admitted, skepticism in her voice.
“And quite frankly, I must confess, I don’t know if I
want
to be involved in this macabre
investigation. I have a bad feeling.”

“No worries. I understand. I’ve done my share of
investigative reporting
in the past. If you don’t want to assist me with the research for
my article that might help find a murderer of beautiful women with
long brunette hair like yours...,” dramatically sighing, “I can
Lone Rangerette it. I just thought you’d be up for a humdinger of
an adventure,” Jewels noted in a tone intended to stir Ronay into
feeling badly for even thinking of bailing on her.

“Oh for Pete’s sake, Jewels. Seriously, you don’t
have to lay that martyr attitude on me—”

“Well, did it work?” Jewels interrupted with a sly
smile.

“You know damned well there would be no way I would
let you embark on this humdinger of an adventure on your own, which, by the way, I think killer adventure
would be a bit more accurate,
don’t you?”

“Mere semantics,” Jewels shot back with a slight
laugh.

Ronay made a rigid face and deepened her voice.
“Tonta never leave Lone Rangerette,” she professed, bursting into a
giggle.

Curiosity scurried across Jewels’ face.
“Tonta?”

“Well, I figured if Tonto was a guy, then logically Tonta would be the female sidekick to the Lone
Rangerette.”

Jewels chuckled, “You’re such a nut.”

Ronay turned serious. “All joking aside, trying to
track down a serial killer, even in the name of article
research, is risky
business. If you’re that desperate
for action, and from my point of view that’s what this seems to be,
why don’t you just go back to Wattershaw. You know, your
Bod
Squad—”

“No. I need some time to myself,” Jewels
emphatically stated. “Selling the Press and giving up that whole
life-style is a huge adjustment for me.”

“Okay. Fine. I can see why you might want to saddle yourself with this edgy writing
assignment to find a serial killer, but if we’re going to do any
level of serious investigating we need to—”

“I received another letter,” Jewels interrupted,
pedaling at a decent clip side-by-side with her friend.

It was a beautiful fall morning. Sun shining. Breeze
cool and gentle. And a chorus of birds merrily chirping their songs
filled the air.

Ronay slammed on the brakes. Her red twenty-four
speed mountain bike skidded to a violent halt on the blacktop paved
trail. “From the con?” she shrieked, loud enough an elderly man and
woman walking about twenty feet in front of them swiveled around
and lobbed disgusted looks at her.

Jewels stopped. “Sorry,” she apologized to the
couple who continued to scowl. Made a sharp U-turn with her bike.
Pedaled back to Ronay.

Pitching her thumb over her shoulder at the picnic
table, her silver bangle bracelets jingled. “Break time,” Ronay
announced. The loose curls of her shimmering long auburn hair
gracefully bounced across her shoulders and back.

The women parked their bikes on the lawn. Sat on the
metal mesh top of the industrial strength picnic table, feet
resting on the bench part. Neither wore a helmet. Each sported
black spandex shorts that hit mid-thigh and a formfitting tank top.
Ronay’s top was solid red, matching her shoes and bike. She
accessorized in her usual big silver hoop earrings, a half dozen
bangle bracelets on each arm, and big rhinestone-embellished
sunglasses.

Resting the shades on top of her head, Ronay
unzipped the sparkled red and black nylon pack she had removed from
her handlebars. It looked more like a fancy travel makeup bag than
a carry case for use on a mountain bike. She pulled out a clear
plastic bag of her famous homemade
chocolate chip cookies. Opened the zipper top. Tilted it toward
Jewels. “Energy.”

Gamely Jewels plucked one out. “Can’t ever refuse
one of your cookies.” She peeled her sunglasses off and tucked them
into the neckline of her blue tank top, which happened to match her
shoes and bike as well. Though unlike Ronay, Jewels hadn’t
coordinated her attire to coincide with the color of her bike. A
black fanny pack was positioned over her right hip for a
strong-side draw of her loaded .357 Magnum revolver.

The only accessories Jewels wore were her plain
wedding band, small silver hoop earrings, a simple bracelet
wristwatch, and the charm necklace Marshall gave her shortly after
they were married. She and that necklace—with a 24-karat gold
handcuff key, shim pick, Shrek charm and other decorative
bobbles—had been through a great deal together. And its handcuff
key had saved her butt more than once.

After her last encounter with a kook bent on
killing her, Jewels thought she had lost the necklace, as well as
her wedding band, for good. But just last week the police returned
them. Her jewelry was discovered in Lance Dunnaway’s cabin. About
five weeks earlier the sick bastard had kidnapped Jewels, stripped
her naked, then planned to boil her in wax to create
art.

With their long hair flowing freely over their
shoulders, clothing clinging to their shapely bodies, and perfect
makeup, Jewels and Ronay looked more like fashion models on a
fitness photo shoot than friends out exercising. And even less like
amateur sleuths seeking clues to a murderer.

Intensely gazing at Jewels, “So? This is like the
third letter since last week, isn’t it?” Ronay quizzed, noshing on
her soft cookie.

“Actually the fifth since last Tuesday,” Jewels
casually corrected.

Deeply gasping, “Oh, Jewels, that’s practically a
letter a day.” Ronay exaggerated a shiver. “Creepy.”

Nibbling on the sweet treat, “I guess it
is
kind of creepy, isn’t it?”
Jewels confirmed, acting as if she had just been introduced to a
novel concept and was digesting its meaning.

Pulling a goofy face, “Ya think?” Ronay
sarcastically noted.

Jewels kicked up her shoulders with a
Whatever!
expression.

“Well, spill,” Ronay prodded, flapping her hands as
a gesture of impatience, her bracelets chinking like wind chimes.
“What did this one say?”

“Pretty much the same as the others. Said he’s
sorry. Wanted me to know despite what he might have
threatened, he
would have never really hurt me. And then asked for my
forgiveness.”

“Right,” Ronay scoffed, shaking her head with
disgust. “The asshole kidnapped you, tied you up, wanted to
make movies with you,
then sold you to a
twisted pervert bent on killing you in the name of art. So much for
not really hurting
you.”

Pausing for a moment Jewels added, “Except this time
he invited me to visit him. Practically begged me.”

Ronay’s big green eyes flashed with disbelief.
Dramatically she gasped and momentarily slapped her hand over her
mouth. “No way.”

“Yes, way,” Jewels confirmed with an outlandish
laugh.

Outraged, “What an egotistical prick. Yeah. Right.
Like you would
visit him in the
clink.”

Features drawing serious, Jewels pecked another bite
of cookie. Her mind stumbled. Hadn’t anticipated Ronay reacting
that way. A myriad of thoughts and feelings bombarded her, not the
least being shame. Perhaps even guilt. Unconsciously, she slid her
legs farther away from Ronay, distancing herself so their kneecaps
were no longer on the verge of touching and their bodies were no
longer facing one another at a three-quarters angle. Absently
Jewels stared down at the grass.

Ronay clenched her hand around Jewels’ knee. “Dear
god! You’re thinking of doing it, aren’t you?” Eyes widening and
voice tone ramping up another notch, “What the hell do you think
Marshall would say about that if
you’re worried what he would say about you just receiving letters?
Not good, Jewels, not good.”

Purposely avoiding eye contact, Jewels continued to
focus on the trimmed lawn. Specifically on a sprinkler head about
three feet in front of her that was softly bubbling water up a few
inches like a stuck drinking fountain. “Oh, you’re probably right,
but—”

“No, buts.” Vigorously shaking her head, Ronay’s
auburn hair swept back and forth over her shoulders. “And there’s
no probably about
it either. This is a straight up bad idea, Jewels. Don’t do it.
Nothing good can come of it.”

Popping the top of her sports bottle, Jewels
guzzled water to wash down the cookie, then lowered her head and
focused her attention on the leaking sprinkler. “What you said
certainly makes sense. And I know it’s weird, but I actually
want
to see him. I kind of feel like
I owe him—”

“Owe him? Julia Watters, are you insane? Need I
remind you that guy kidnapped you, twice no less. With the second
time involving Belinda who’s moved back to Idaho and no longer
speaks to you because of him. And for years he’s messed up your
life. Filled it with the dread of collecting on his promise of
revenge for scarring his face. Now, just because he didn’t let
another nut case rip your clothes off, you suddenly feel
indebted
to him? Need I also remind you
he staked you spread-eagle to a bed and was poised to twist your
nipples off with pliers before he raped you and had it not been for
Marshall coming to your rescue....” A heavy sigh finished her
animated and passionate spiel.

Jewels stared at her lap. Nervously fiddled with
the zipper on her fanny pack. Jeez, when Ronay put it like that....

“Look at me.” Ronay rested her hands on Jewels’
shoulders and twisted her around so they faced each other again.
“You know I love you, so I’m saying this as only the bravest and
best of friends could: Honey, you need to see a shrink about this
guy and your obsession with him.”

Jewels erupted in laughter. Engulfed Ronay in her
arms with a big hug. After a moment, she pulled back. Turned
serious. “You’re probably right. But being the stubborn Hungarian
that I am, I feel I can cope with this myself. I’m simply going to
visit Gerald Whitlock while he’s being held in the New Greensburgh
city jail then close the book and be done with him,” she
asserted.

Combing her fingers through her hair, Ronay blew
air between her loosely compressed lips dewy with bronze lip gloss.
“Fine. I know once your mind’s made up, there’s no reasoning with
you. So I say if you’re going to visit this killer
convict, I should go
with you. I know damned well you’re not going to tell Marshall and
I don’t think you should do this yourself.”

“I’ll be fine. Really.”

Rigorously seesawing her head, “No. Either you agree
to let me go with you or I’ll tell Marshall.”

Jewels’ eyes bugged. “Ronay!”

“Besides, though I’m reluctant, I thought I was
your partner in crime solving—or article research or whatever in the hell you want to call
it—like the
case of the Meat Grinder Murders we’re working on now. You haven’t told Marshall
about that either. So at the very least, I think I should be
with my
partner when she visits
a killer whose got the crazies for her.”

“He’s in jail. Guards are everywhere. And he’ll be
shackled. Besides, even though there are no barriers, touching is
forbidden. Not even a handshake or a hug. I’ll be perfectly safe,”
Jewels stated emphatically.

“Uh-huh. Right. No barriers? Shackles or not, he’ll
go wild. At least grope you, if not try to take you hostage, the
minute he gets an eyeful of you sporting a short skirt and sexy
shoes. The guards will probably have to shoot him and you might get
hurt in—”

“Stop. You’re working yourself into a frenzy
without cause,” Jewels broke in. “Nothing like that is going to
happen. For that very
reason, there’s a very strict dress code for female visitors. No
short sleeves. No shorts or spandex anything. Skirts must be below
the knees. No high heels. I plan to wear jeans, a loose-fitting
T-shirt, and tennis shoes. Certainly nothing arousing about
that.”

“Except you’re wearing them.”

Jewels sighed. Half smiled. “Oh, please.”

Making a serious face, Ronay arched her back and
elevated her chin in the air. Placing her flat palm over her heart,
“Tonta never leave Lone Rangerette alone,” she valiantly declared,
deepening her voice and attempting to speak manly like the
Hollywood character.

Jewels grinned. “Thanks. I appreciate the offer,
but this is different than our investigation.”

Folding her arms across her chest, Ronay hiked her
right brow and tilted her head to the side. “Well, that’s my final
offer. I accompany you or I’ll tell Marshall. So what’s it going to
be?”

Annoyed, “Gee, partner, that’s not much of a choice, is it?”

Ronay maintained her non-negotiating pose.

Finally Jewels conceded with a forced chuckle.
“Well, I suppose you can
be my escort. Though I can assure you I’m quite capable of doing
this myself—”

“Yeah, yeah,” Ronay interrupted, rolling her
eyes.

“Okay, but you have to promise to keep your trap shut. And don’t let it
accidentally slip to Gunnar the next time you two are
playing Thor because—”

Gasping and dramatically clutching her chest with
both hands, “Did I ever mention the size of his hammer?” Ronay interrupted, flashing a dirty little
grin.

Jewels cracked up, “Ronay!”

She flickered her brows, lowered her voice, “Well,
did I ever—”

“Oh stop,” Jewels playfully interrupted, biting her
lip to keep from bursting into laughter. “This is important to
me.”

Ronay cleared her throat. Sighed. Drew a serious
face. “Okay, hammer talk on
hold for now. Go ahead.”

“I know for a fact Gunnar would blab. And Marshall would have a conniption fit
if he ever found out about the letters, let alone me visiting Tank
in jail.”

Ronay mimed locking her mouth and throwing away
the key. Patting Jewels’ thigh, “You’re the boss, but I still have
to say I totally disagree
with your choice not to tell Marshall about the letters. Doubly so
for keeping your planned visit to a jailbird from your husband. The
fact you don’t feel comfortable talking to him about it should be a
clue that perhaps you’re making the wrong decision.”

“Well, I made the mistake once of telling Marshall about Tank. I’ll be damned if
I’ll do it again,” Jewels resolutely proclaimed.

“Say what?” Ronay’s mouth gaped.

“When I told Marshall I visited Tank in the
hospital, he freaked out. Of course Gunnar didn’t help by feeding
him the details of how Tank grabbed my hair and pulled me on top of
him. Marshall then proceeded to give me this long lecture about me
being too trusting. He acted so put out. Kept saying,
I thought I taught
you better than that,”
Jewels recited, deepening her voice to imitate Marshall. Sighing,
she dropped her shoulders as if defeated. “I felt like I was a kid
being reamed out by my dad. He made me feel stupid.”

Ronay crimped her brows, tilted her head and
tapped her index finger against her temple. Playfully, “Uh, wasn’t
it Forrest Gump who said something like: Stupid is as stupid
does?”

“Ronay, why are you taking Marshall’s side?” Jewels
huffed.

“Julia, I’m not taking Marshall’s side. I’m actually taking your side
because I’m worried about you. And, honestly, I think your husband
was well within his right to be upset about what Tank did to
you.

“Good god, Girl, the man loves you. Anyone around
you two for more than sixty seconds can see that. Tank could have
horribly hurt you during that hospital visit. Frankly, I’d be more
concerned if Marshall hadn’t been upset.”

“Tank apologized, and as you pointed out, he
could
have really hurt me if he
wanted to, but didn’t. In his letters he explained he simply
grabbed me to scare me away because he cared so much for
me.”

“Cared for you? Listen to you, Julia. Why are you
defending this murderer on the FBI’s Most Wanted and putting down
your hero husband? Can’t you see this is just plain sick and
wrong?”

“I know you mean well, Ronay, but you don’t
understand. I know Marshall
loves me, yet sometimes I feel he treats me like a naive child. And
I’m not. I’ve survived a helluva lot of shit, but...,” her voice
faded as she drooped her head and fiddled with the fanny pack
zipper again.

Ronay draped her arm around Jewels’ shoulder.
“What’s really bothering
you? There’s something you’re not telling me, or maybe you haven’t
admitted it to yourself yet. Surely you have a clue. Now what is
it?”

Jewels sat silent for a moment, then glanced at
her wristwatch: a little after eight. Suddenly she hopped off the
picnic table. Mischievously grinned. Slid on her sunglasses.
Mounted her bike. “Last one to Kneaders buys brunch,” she
challenged, surging onto the trail, unwilling to disclose she had
already made arrangements to visit Tank. First thing tomorrow
morning, in fact. And for sure, she was going Lone Rangerette.

As for Ronay perceiving something else was
really
bothering her. She was right.
But, no way would Jewels divulge her menstrual cycle was two weeks
overdue.
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THE SCARS WERE GRUESOME. Unsightly gnarled flesh disfigured her
entire back with deep craters and red, purple, and gray striations.
Akin to Freddy Kruegar’s face, mangled skin ran from the bottom of
her neckline, across both shoulders and through the middle of her
triceps, down to the peak of her buttocks, and around to the left
side of her hip. Though the physical torment had disappeared years
ago, the mental anguish remained.

Over the years Melody Provenzo had spent countless
hours on the internet, communicating with strangers from all over
the world in various chat rooms. Sharing how that fateful day had
altered—destroyed—her
life.

Every time she showered, thought of spending time
at the pool in a swimsuit, or even wearing a sleeveless top, the
brutality of that day would
trounce her mind. Incite tears. Openly she relayed these feelings
and memories to total strangers who had also endured burns. Souls
who had been sentenced to live with the hideous scars and the
public scrutiny that accompanied them. Many of those she chatted
with had suffered burns far more severe than her own.

Her shrink had professed that venting, crying, and
bonding with others in an informal therapy group setting would be
cathartic, but it had the opposite effect: embittered her.

Seeing Marshall’s handsome face on the covers of
magazines and plastered on television during news reports ripped
the scar off her heartache, deepening the lesion. And watching the
television mini-series reenacting his heroics ... well, soaking her bleeding heart in a bucket of
salt water would undoubtedly be less painful.

Despite the no strings attached sex they enjoyed, honest to god she believed they
would marry. Even after the horror of Operation Dream Team that
left her scarred and destined to live on disability from the MTAF
for the rest of her life. Marshall was there. He had been her rock.
Supported and encouraged her through the most hideous days of her
burn recovery when the mere act of living seemed like cruel and
unusual punishment.

As was inevitable, after several weeks of
vigilance at her bedside, another covert op summoned Marshall. But
Melody understood. Figured he would return and until he did, her
contact at the MTAF would keep her apprised of his status. Before
long, however, the days accumulated into weeks. Weeks into months.
Months into over a decade. No Marshall. His MTAF operative status
remained active undercover. Contact unavailable.

Yet, every twenty-fourth day of April, on the
anniversary of the ill-fated op, she would receive a huge bouquet
of flowers. Simply addressed to Mel and plainly signed CW. And
that was all she needed to preserve the hope—and inevitability—of
his return to her. Smiling, she recalled her pet name for Marshall
when she was a member of the elite MTAF squad under his command.
“Cee-Dub,” she whispered, short for Commander Watters. Of course
the only time she ever addressed him as such was when they were in
private.

Closing her big hazel eyes she unconsciously combed
her fingers through her straight long blonde hair, just like
Marshall used to do. Imagined his hands palming her small perky
breasts. Lips kissing her with a passion so intense, more than once
she thought the glorious sensations rocketing through her body
might cause her to spontaneously combust. And the sex. My god he
was amazing. Had the stamina and ferocity of a wild stallion and
was hung just as well.

Suddenly her features darkened. Tears glided over
her eyes. In just a few weeks October first would mark year number
three of the blackest day of her life. It was the day she
experienced pain more biting than that which she had suffered from the bomb explosion and
the agonizing physical recovery period that extended more than
three years. It was the day she learned Marshall married a woman he
had rescued during an MTAF op where he was deep undercover; one
that had kept him away from her no less.

It was also the day she stuffed the barrel of the
big .45 into her mouth and seriously contemplated pulling the
trigger. The only thing that prevented her was remembering
Marshall’s words, “I love your toughness, Mel. It’s that never
quit, never give up attitude of yours that I simply adore.” And she
knew he meant every word.

Suicide was the ultimate bail out. The epitome
of quit. As long as
Marshall and she were alive there was hope for a relationship.
Couples got divorced every day. And Melody knew Marshall well.
Probably better than he knew himself. Sure, because of his big
heart, she could see where he might be drawn to the helpless dame
for a while, but not permanently. Reasoned Marshall marrying a
broad he rescued was likely the result of traumatic bonding that sometimes occurs, which is temporary.
He would never be drawn
to a wimp afraid of her own shadow, which surely Julia must be
despite the tough-as-nails portrayal Hollywood cooked up for
entertainment. Marshall liked a confident, independent woman whom
he could consider his equal or perhaps even challenged him in the
field. As well as in a relationship. And in bed.

Clinging to those beliefs buoyed her through the
emotional turbulence of the first six months following his
marriage. As did anticipating a spectacular arrangement of flowers
that arrived every year like clockwork which was evidence he still
held fast to their relationship.

The first April following Marshall’s marriage rolled
around. No flowers were delivered on the twenty-fourth. Ditto the
next two Aprils. Clearly Marshall’s wife—who looked a helluva lot
like her she decided—had eradicated his memory of her. Or at least
tamed it.

But Melody never forgot. And made damned sure she never would.
Inhaling deeply she sat relaxed on her tan tweed sofa. Gazed at the
living room wall of her Saint George townhouse she affectionately
named her Cee-Dub Shrine.

Dozens of neatly framed newspaper articles and
magazine covers chronicling Marshall’s heroics over the last
several years plastered the wall. They were lined up in perfect
rows creating a rectangular grid. The tribute spanned the entire
width of the fifteen foot wall, starting about two feet from the
ceiling and ending about two feet from the baseboard. Depending on
the day and her mood, just viewing the collection evoked exquisite
pleasure or horrific heartache. And rage. Buckets of rage.

Lovingly eyeing the pictures she focused on one in
particular. It was the cover of People magazine. Marshall’s handsome face, in full color and
practically life-size, consumed the entire page. “Cee-Dub, you
always admired my never quit spirit. For nearly three years,
despite the fact you tossed me away like a plaything you no longer
needed or wanted, I’ve never forsaken you.” She glanced at her left
arm. A half a dozen men’s black watches were stacked along her
forearm from wrist to elbow. All expensive. All in sync to the
second. “Tick tock,” she giggled. “It’s time for me to remind you
I’ve never stopped loving you. I never gave up on
us.”

Pulling the cell phone out of her pocket she tapped
the screen. Marshall’s face appeared. Smiling she pressed the phone
to her chest. Held it there. Closed her eyes. Rocked back and
forth. “My Cee-Dub. My Cee-Dub. My Cee-Dub,” she softly repeated
nonstop for nearly five minutes.

Opening her eyes, she flipped her long blonde hair
over her shoulders and stood. Beamed. “It’s time for me to stake my
claim and rescue you before your third anniversary.” Sighing,
“Leather,” she muttered, thinking of the gift associated with three
years of marriage. Gazing at Marshall wallpapered on her cell phone screen, “Don’t worry, Cee-Dub, I
won’t let the bimbo keep you captive in leather, though I do
believe you may be coming to your senses.”

Stuffing the phone into her pocket, “And I’m only a
short five-hour drive away.” Enthusiastically she bounded into her
bedroom to pack a suitcase.

Suddenly Melody stopped dead in her tracks.
Wheeled around. Beelined for the kitchen. Opening one of the upper
cabinet doors, she withdrew a kitchen blowtorch and two canisters
of butane fuel. “An important detail,” she muttered, broadly
smiling as she gathered the items and headed for the bedroom. The
handheld searing tool was an integral part of the
plan
she had been scheming and
tweaking for nearly three years.

In the morning, Wednesday, she would leave Saint
George in her shiny black Ford Explorer. Arrive in New Greensburgh
early afternoon. Then the fun would begin. One way or another, Marshall Watters was going
to be hers.
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ALL HE COULD THINK ABOUT WAS
JEWELS. Had she received
his letters? Would she visit him? “My Leading Lady,” Tank whispered, radiating a wide smile. His
fingertips glided over the zigzag scar marring his otherwise
perfect complexion. Snickering, “Lighting Bolt,” he muttered,
recalling what she had affectionately called him at the industrial
park where he had held her captive.

Rolling his shoulders he paced the six-by-nine
cement jail cell that was about the size of an average home’s
bathroom. Felt rejuvenated. Powerful. The wounds from Lance
Dunnaway’s gunshots had healed. The physical therapy had restored
his range of motion and muscular strength. He was as good as new.
Maybe better.

When Tank was arrested well over a month ago, a
mob of attorneys and civil rights advocates had flocked to his aid.
Professed his civil rights had been violated, specifically citing
Gunnar’s refusal to provide medical attention until Tank talked.
Also claimed MTAF entrapment. Contended they planted Jewels to bait him into kidnapping her. The allegations painted
Gerald Whitlock as a victim of police brutality and an innocent
pawn used and abused by federal law enforcement.

Through a handful of slick legal maneuvers, though
a federal fugitive on the FBI’s Most Wanted, Tank’s attorneys
finagled his temporary incarceration at the local city jail instead
of subjecting him to maximum security in a federal holding
facility. The court order stated Gerald Whitlock, aka Tank, aka
Crusher, could not be transferred until he had fully recovered from
the gunshot wounds Lance Dunnaway had inflicted, which the MTAF had
allegedly failed to treat in a timely manner. Full recovery
was to be determined at the
sole unfettered discretion of a physician appointed by the
court.

The physician’s examination was scheduled for
tomorrow afternoon. Tank knew what would happen the instant the
doctor determined physical therapy was no longer essential: federal
agents would severely shackle him and whisk him away under heavy
guard to a maximum security prison. At that point his hope for
escape would be slim to none ... and slim just left town.

Realizing his eventual fate from the get go, Tank
purposely charmed the guards. Hoped they would be lulled into
becoming lax. Neglect protocol. Incredibly, it worked. Tank had
been so compliant and congenial, his legs weren’t shackled the last
three times the guard escorted him to therapy. And for his previous
session, his hands weren’t shackled to a restraint waist belt, nor
had he been required to slip his hands through the wide slot in the
door to have the handcuffs applied before his cell door was opened.
The guard simply walked in, asked Tank to extend his hands in
front, and snapped the basic cuffs around his wrists. Loosely. And
once the therapy session began, the cuffs were removed and Tank was
restraint free.

This afternoon would be his last session of physical
therapy. His last chance to break out from the Mayberry-like jail.
Last opportunity to recapture Jewels.

Counting on the guards continuing to be lenient in
restraining him, Tank pondered what he had to lose by trying to
escape. “Not a damned thing,” he snickered with a broad smile.

 


 


A LITTLE BEFORE NINE LATER THAT MORNING.

Glancing into the six-inch by eighteen-inch
reinforced acrylic window of the steel door, “You have a visitor,”
the chunky guard with a crew cut announced via the intercom outside
Tank’s jail cell.

Rocketing to his feet from the plastic mattress
set on the cement bed,
“Really?”

The guard unlocked the door with a long, thick,
steel key, stood in the doorway. A wide leather belt with attached
chains dangled from his hands. “Does the last name Watters mean
anything to you?”

“Yes. Yes it does.”

“Well, then you’re going to really enjoy your
visit.” Raising the restraints, “I’m sorry, but prisoners are
required to have their hands and legs shackled during visitations.
It’s one rule I’m not permitted to even consider bending.”

My god, Jewels had received his letters and was
taking him up on his offer to visit. His heart fluttered like a
schoolboy in puppy love. “No problem. I understand. Do what you
need to do,” Tank declared, eager to comply.

Acting relieved by Tank’s willingness to
cooperate, the guard let out a little sigh and released the tension
in his scrunched up shoulders as he entered the confining space.
Clumsily he buckled the leather belt around the back of Tank’s
waist. Then clamped the attached cuffs onto his wrists. Chains
around his ankles. Standing up, he eyed Tank. “Uh, I have to be in
the room with you, so I can’t give you any real privacy. And touching is not permitted, but if you
want to exchange hugs or a handshake, I’ll look the other
way.”

“Thank you, Officer. Thank you so much.” Tank’s
mind whirled, almost giddy with anticipation. His
Leading Lady
had come to visit. Couldn’t
wait to see her angelic face. Hear her sweet voice. Gaze into those
beautiful big blue eyes. Touch her soft skin....

“Well, let’s go.” The guard lightly tapped Tank on
the shoulder, escorting him from the cell into the pristine hall.
Four holding cell doors on each side. A short stainless door
between each steel cell door was embedded in the wall. It provided
access to the plumbing, just in case a prisoner tried to flood his
cell by clogging the tiny sink or toilet and the water needed to be
turned off. Aside from that, the facility looked more like a
hospital than a jail. Walls, smooth and eggshell-colored. The solid
sections of the combination reinforced thick acrylic and metal cell
and exit doors, as well as the door framing, were painted prison
green. Clean charcoal cement floors practically shined. A ceiling
of bright fluorescent lights overhead. He was the only prisoner
held in the West Wing, as it
was jokingly named by the guards because it was reserved for
VIP
detainees. And Tank was
certainly that.

The chains from his shackles clanked and rattled
with every step.

After exiting the modestly-sized
West Wing
then walking through multiple
secured entry points and turning several corners, the guard stopped
at the end of a long hallway at yet another steel slab door. Rested
his hand on the big metal handle. Sighed. “Once I open this door,
your time begins. You’re allotted ten minutes. When the buzzer
sounds, I have to return you to your cell. Understood?”

“Yes, Sir. Just can’t wait to see my
Leading Lady
again,” Tank enthusiastically
professed with a broad smile.

The guard widened his eyes and shrugged. Mumbled,
“Whatever.” Punched in a code on the keypad next to the door.

A drawn-out buzz filled the otherwise silent
corridor.

The guard opened the door, gesturing for Tank to
proceed.

Tank hurried through. Stopped dead in his tracks.
Forehead crimped, mouth gaping. “What the fuck?”

Marshall Watters stood authoritatively before him,
dressed in black skintight Wranglers and a formfitting black
T-shirt that hugged his well-developed body. His legs were shoulder
width apart. Arms folded tightly over his chest. Eyes bored
murderously into Tank. After a few long seconds of intentional
posturing to establish his dominance, he motioned with his hand for
Tank to take a seat at a metal table and chairs in front of
him.

Tank shuffled the ten feet, chains rattling.

“Sit,” Marshall ordered.

Tank obliged.

Continuing to reinforce his control, Marshall waited
a few moments before he pulled out the metal chair across from Tank
and sat down.

Tank leaned his cuffed and chained arms against
the table. “What the fuck do you want?”

“I know about the letters you’ve written to my wife.
And the invitation for her to visit you.”

Shrugging, Tank smirked. “It’s a free country.”

“The hiatus your little civil rights bullshit
claims have given you is rapidly coming to an end. And so are
your freedoms.
Tomorrow you’ll be shipped off to a maximum security prison where
you’ll spend the rest of your life in a miserable six-by-eight
cement cage, lucky to see sunlight for thirty minutes once a week.
And the only human contact you’ll have is with the bulls shoving
trays of shit disguised as food at you three times a day. No
newspaper. No magazines. No TV. No radio.” Chuckling and looking
around, “Oh, yeah, you’re enjoying a luxury resort now, but that’s
all going to change. You’ll finally be treated like the murdering
animal you are.”

“What the fuck do you want, Federal Pig?”

“It’s only because Jewels is coping with a form of
Stockholm Syndrome that I’ve even allowed your letters to reach her.”

“I’m her hero, you know,” Tank needled.

“Only when having to choose the lesser of two
evils—”

“Ha,” Tank interrupted, pitching his head back in
laughter, his shackles clanking. “Admit it, Watters, you’re
jealous. The truth hurts. Admit that the footage I sent you of
Jewels hanging all over me gutted you ... and the fact she didn’t
even remember your name, that’s got to cut to the bone.”

Not the least bit riled, Marshall calmly probed, “In
this last letter you requested she visit. What’s your motive?”

Tank let out a long sigh, leaned back into the
metal chair, and slightly drew up his shoulders. “Like you said,
I’ll soon be confined in a windowless hellhole for days on end.
Can’t blame me for wanting see her tight little ass and perky set
of knockers one more time. Gotta have a sweet vision to keep
myself satisfied,” he
taunted with a raunchy laugh, gesturing as if jacking off. The
chains rattling with every vigorous stroke.

Ignoring his vulgarity, “She’s scheduled to visit
tomorrow morning and is unaware that I know. Nonetheless, I’ll be
here. Watching.” Marshall tilted his head behind him toward the
long two-way mirrored window located in a loft overlooking the
visiting area. “I’ll have sharpshooters positioned to blow your
head off should you give me a reason. Don’t even attempt to touch
her or pull a lame stunt like you did in the hospital to
supposedly scare her off. Understood?”

“Secrets, huh? She doesn’t tell you about my letters. You don’t tell her you know about my letters. Seems
like you two have a bit of a trust issue, wouldn’t you say?” Tank challenged with a
condescending tone.

Marshall maintained steady, harsh eye contact.

“But more than mere trust in one another is endangered,” Tank analyzed like a marriage counselor. “Watters, I’d
say your relationship is on the rocks.” Sucking in a deep breath,
he slowly released it, evoking a sense of resolve. “Here’s a bit of
friendly advice: you better keep an eye on your buddy Warren.
Jewels’ feelings for him run deep. Unconsciously so, but deep
nevertheless.” Nodding in earnestness, “Mark my words. If you don’t
take care of Julia, someone else
will.” He pulsated his brows, insinuating he was up for the
task.

Marshall leaned forward, elbows on the table,
squinted at him like Clint Eastwood. “Here’s a bit of advice and
there’s nothing friendly about it: if you even look at my wife the wrong way tomorrow, your brains
will be randomly splattered all over those walls behind you.”
Pausing, “Mark my words,” he
threateningly promised with a snarl.

“Yes, Commander,” Tank wisecracked rising to his feet. Though not close to
using his apportioned ten visitation minutes, he yelled over his
shoulder, “Officer, take me back. I’ve had all of this pig’s shit I
can handle.” He shuffled toward the door, restraints
rattling.

Glancing back at his visitor, an almost
imperceptible grin cracked Tank’s strained face. Marshall Watters
had just incited him with the added motivation to break free. Now
more than ever he knew he had to
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