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For my family, who despite each of our differnces or disagreements, I know we will always be there for one another because
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INTRODUCTION

Maria had been through hell and back, but she was strong, stronger than anyone could imagine. But now, she had to confront her past, face the man who had caused all that pain. Chuck Warner, the man she had once loved, the man she had thought would be the love of her life. But he had turned out to be a monster, a ruthless killer, a man who cared for nothing but power and control. He had to be stopped and maybe she was the only person that could appeal to whatever humanity he had left, if any. She had to try, even if it meant losing the new love she had found with Joe. She hoped to return to his arms, but there were no guarantees.



 

After discovering Maria had slipped away in the night, Joe felt a deep sense of loss, devastation, fear and anger wash over him. He knew he couldn’t stop her, that she had to do this on her own. But the thought of her facing that monster alone terrified him. He had to find a way to protect her, to be there for her when she needed him the most. He had to get Maria back or die trying.

Joe turned to his companions, the group of survivors who had become his family. They shared a look of determination, a resolve to stand by each other no matter what lay ahead. They would face the dangers that lurked in the shadows, the uncertainties that threatened to tear them apart. They would fight for their survival, for their freedom, for their future.

Joe Kelly knew one thing for sure, he had to have Maria in his life. Now that love had once again entered his heart, he could never live without her. With the support of his family they would deal with the evils of Chuck Warner and bring Maria home again where she would be safe, and they could finally begin building a future and find some peace in this chaotic world.


 

CHAPTER ONE

THE RELUCTANT FAREWELL

[image: ]

After all they had gone through to finally reach the relative safety of the cabin, Joe was in disbelief that Maria could just up and leave all on her own to face down a madman. He understood her motives trying to reason with a man she had once loved enough to marry. Maybe seeing her, might shame Chuck Warner into change, but he doubted it. Power had a strong intoxicating allure to many men and once they had it, it was a hard thing to let go of.

Joe clung to the letter Maria had left him before sneaking away in the night.

“My dearest Joe,

By the time you read this, I will be gone. I am so sorry for leaving without discussing it with you first. I know you will be angry with me and deeply hurt, but please try to understand - confronting Chuck is something I must do alone.

I can’t begin to express my sorrow and shame over the atrocities Chuck has committed. To think the man, I once loved could be responsible for such evil horrifies me. Everything I knew has been turned upside down.

In the short time we’ve known each other, I’ve come to care for you more deeply than I ever thought possible, especially after the heartbreak of my failed marriage. You showed me that true love still exists in this world. Every moment we’ve shared has been precious to me. I will always carry the memories of our time together in my heart.

Which is why I need you to know that leaving was agonizing. But finding out the man responsible for so much suffering is my own husband...I can’t ignore that. There is too much history and too many unresolved feelings. I have to face Chuck myself and appeal to any shred of goodness left in him. I know him better than anyone. Perhaps I am the only one who stands a chance of reaching what’s left of his humanity.

I realize it’s dangerous and you’ll be angry with me. But this is my burden to bear. All I can do is pray that we’ll be reunited when it’s over. My only wish is to help end this nightmare, then return to your arms where I belong.

No matter how this ends, please remember one thing - you gave me hope again when I had lost everything. My heart is forever yours. I love you, Joseph Kelly. Wait for me.

Yours always,

Maria”

Reading it over and over through his tears. His heart, now broken, but filled with resolve to get her back in his arms once again.

Joe gathered around the dying embers of the campfire alongside Jojo, Jake, Claire, and Sam. A warm welcome from the cool morning chill. Joe wasted no time filling them in on the past relationship between Maria and Chuck. As soon as he shared Maria’s letter, the group exchanged horrified looks.

“Joe, you can’t be serious,” Jake said. “This Chuck fella sounds dangerous as hell. If Maria turns up there alone, he’ll eat her alive.”

“All the more reason we need to move fast,” Joe growled. He quickly summarized the depraved acts Chuck had already committed in Leesburg. Jaws clenched around the fire as the reality of Maria’s peril sank in.

“I ain’t losing her now that we’ve found each other, I can’t,” Joe said gruffly, his gravelly voice tinged with desperation. “But I can’t do this without you all.”

He looked at each of them beseechingly. “She’s family now. And we protect our own, no matter what it takes. Are you with me or not?”

Jojo stood immediately, clapping a hand on his father’s shoulder. “I’m with you, Pops. To hell and back.”

One by one, Jake, Sam, and Claire also voiced their support. Joe’s lined face softened with gratitude. These men and women had become his brothers in arms over their long journey here together. Now they would walk through fire to save one of their own.

“So, what’s this bastard look like so I can put a bullet ‘tween his eyes?” Sam asked in his usual laconic drawl, idly spinning a bowie knife in his calloused hands.

A ghost of a smile touched Joe’s mouth. Sam’s casual ferocity never failed to reassure him. But Chuck’s villainy ran deeper than any one man.

“Won’t be that simple, I’m afraid,” Joe sighed. “His whole damn troop of degenerates needs putting down before this is over. But one step at a time.”

He turned to Jake who had been studying a map by firelight, brow furrowed in concentration. “You figure the best way into that hellhole yet?”

Jake traced his finger along the winding backroads. “I reckon we can slip in under the cover of darkness if we keep off the main highway and stick to the tree lines. Won’t be easy though. May have to go in on foot the last few miles. I’ll scout ahead when we get close, see what we’re up against.”

Joe nodded, satisfied. Though young, Jake’s competency in navigating and tracking equaled any man’s.

“Grab everything we’ve got that’s useful for combat and medical,” Joe said. “Then load up the van. We’ll move out once we’ve gotten geared up. I’d like to get as close as we can before hiding the van in the woods. Then as Jake said, we’ll go in on foot from there. We can set up some sort of a basecamp that we make our observations from. We’ll probably have to make some scouting runs from there to try and find any weaknesses we might be able to exploit.”

The group dispersed to gather supplies with militaristic efficiency. Having planned for this day, Joe’s underground bunker was well-stocked with weapons and ammo. He tossed guns, knives, bulletproof vests and gear into duffel bags while Jojo gathered medical supplies, flashlights, and tools.

Within thirty minutes their battered old van was packed to the brim. Joe did a last weapons check then slammed the rear doors with an air of grim finality. As he turned to take one last look at the cabin that had become their sanctuary, Joe sent up a silent prayer they would all return from this alive.

Stowing his gear in the passenger seat, Joe slid behind the wheel just as the first faint glow appeared along the eastern horizon. The others climbed into the van, weariness etched on their faces but determination in their eyes.

Jake broke the uneasy silence as they bumped down the rutted gravel driveway. “We’ll get her back, Joe. Just gotta stay smart and watch each other’s six, like old times.”

Though he nodded, Joe’s stomach was in knots, the miles between him and Maria feeling insurmountable. Gripping the wheel until his knuckles turned white, he focused only on the way ahead.

As the cabin disappeared behind them in the rearview mirror, Joe’s jaw tensed. He would move heaven and earth to bring Maria home or die in the attempt. She was a part of him now in a way he’d never thought possible again late in life. The chance to love once more was worth fighting for.

“Hang on sweetie, I’m coming for you,” Joe whispered into the cool morning wind rushing by outside. Then he pushed the gas pedal down harder, propelling them forward into the perilous unknown.

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

The van ate up miles of cracked asphalt bathed in predawn light. Jojo leaned forward, bracing one hand against the back of Jake’s seat. The other hovered near the hunting knife sheathed on his belt. Though his mind was weary, years of combat training had honed Jojo’s senses to a razor’s edge. One hand on his blade, he continuously scanned their surroundings, alert for threats.

In the very back, Claire and Sam sorted medical supplies, taking stock of their meager first aid options. By necessity Claire had become the group’s de facto medic. Though the pressure of such responsibility weighed on her, she focused solely on preparing for the mission ahead. Lives would depend on her skills and nerves of steel.

Sam worked with silent, methodical focus alongside Claire. His stoicism hid a wisdom beyond his years. In battle he was as steady as stone, acting with decisive grace. Now he reviewed tactical plans in his mind, running through every variable and outcome.

The miles unfurled ahead as the tension inside the van thickened. Each bump in the road rattled their nerves raw. But they remained resolute. For Joe’s sake they would brave the bowels of hell itself to bring Maria home.

As the first crude structures of Leesburg’s outskirts took shape in the distance, Jake scanned the terrain anxiously through a pair of worn binoculars. His youthful features creased into a frown.

“Not liking what I’m seeing here folks,” Jake said. “Main road’s pretty well guarded already. We try coming straight in, they’ll light us up like the Fourth of July.”

“Shit,” Joe spat. The relatively clear highway ahead seemed their quickest route into the viper’s nest to find Maria. But Jake was right - a direct assault would be suicide. Joe slammed a palm against the steering wheel in frustration. They needed another way.

“Hold up now, don’t go losing your head,” Sam drawled calmly from the back. “We knew this wasn’t gonna be a cakewalk. I’d wager there’s back ways in if we’re clever about it. Right, Jake?”

Jake gave a terse nod, intently studying the map again. A glimmer of hope flickered in Joe’s chest. If anyone could find them a path through, it was Jake.

For several tense minutes the only sounds were the rumbling engine and the rustling of Jake’s map. Then finally he looked up, a light in his eyes.

“I got it. There’s an old utility road, looks like it runs parallel to Main Street but a good half mile or so off far as I can tell. We’d have to go in on foot through the woods. But I think it’s our best shot at slipping by unnoticed.”

Joe considered Jake’s proposed route, idly stroking his beard. Traveling by foot at night through unknown woods was risky. But if it got them to Maria, he was willing to pay the price.

“Alright, let’s give this utility road a try once we’re a few miles out,” Joe said at last. “Nice work finding us a side door, son.”

Pride swelled in Jake’s chest at the praise from his taciturn father-in-law. Maybe he had gained a few valuable skills on this harrowing journey after all. Jake could feel his relationship with Joe growing stronger since they had arrived at the cabin and he loved it.

As the decrepit outskirts of Leesburg took shape around them, Joe pulled the van beneath the cover of the woods that lined each side of the road to wait for full darkness. As the group exited the van, Jojo stretched his aching muscles. Joe looked around. “Alright everyone, we’ve still got quite a few hours until it gets dark enough to move out, so let’s take this time to get our gear ready. I don’t want to make a camp here, I think we need to make some sort of base camp closer to town. Let’s grab everything we can reasonably carry and if we need more later, we’ll just have to come back here. Also let’s do our best to get the van camouflaged as best as we can before we leave.”

While Joe took a final walk-around, Jojo dug through their disguises and supplies for anything useful. He handed a bag to each person. “Here, try to blend in with these if we encounter anyone once we’re inside. I grabbed whatever might help us look less conspicuous.”

Claire peeked inside her bag curiously. It contained a tattered scarf, fingerless gloves, and other garments that had seen better days. Though worn, the clothing would help them avoid standing out on the streets of Leesburg.

“Good thinking,” Claire said. “These could make the difference if we come across trouble.” Jojo flushed at the praise. Impressing level-headed Claire, even with this small act, buoyed his confidence.

As the final rays of sunlight disappeared, Joe signaled it was time to move out. On foot they struck out through the dense tree line, avoiding the main road now slick with shadows. They could only hope the utility path ahead lived up to Jake’s estimation.

Navigating by moonlight, they slipped through the woods like ghosts, senses heightened. The hum of insects and their muffled footfalls were the only sounds. After nearly an hour, the narrow maintenance road Jake had pinpointed on the map finally emerged from the underbrush.

Halting, the group took cover in the tree line and studied the cracked asphalt strip beyond. It appeared disused but more importantly, deserted. Joe met Jake’s eyes and nodded. The kid had delivered as promised. Their infiltration route was secured.

Moving silently in single file, they stuck to the road’s crumbling edges, alert for any sign of activity in the dilapidated buildings ahead. The air seemed to crackle with tension. As the first structure took shape, the facade of a once-vibrant town now barely concealed the decay rotting it from within. Somewhere in its diseased heart, Maria waited. And Joe would lay waste to all of it to save her.

The moon dipped below the roofline of a listing warehouse, casting the road into deeper shadow. Jake froze, holding up a closed fist. Huddled forms lay just ahead, partially obscured by an overturned dumpster. Homeless citizens or Chuck’s guards lying in ambush? There was only one way to know.

Carefully, Jake crept forward until the forms took shape in the darkness - a woman wrapped in threadbare blankets shielding two small children. As Jake backed away quietly so as not to disturb them, relief washed over the group. Sleeping innocents, not Chuck’s thugs.

They continued on through the deathly silence hanging over the empty streets. The deeper they moved into Leesburg’s wounded heart, the thicker the tension grew. Maria was here somewhere amid the decay. And Joe would tear it all down to bring her home.



 

CHAPTER TWO

MARIA’S CONFRONTATION

The sun beat down relentlessly as Maria approached the outskirts of New Leesburg on foot.

Swiping sweat from her brow, Maria steeled her nerves as the crude barrier surrounding the town came into view. She had no idea what awaited inside. The only thing propelling her forward was a naive hope that her husband Chuck still retained some shred of goodness that she could appeal to.

Two armed men stood guard at the barricaded entrance, assault rifles held casually across their chests. Their eyes roamed over Maria’s petite frame lecherously as she drew nearer. One elbowed the other with a lewd grin. Maria’s stomach turned but she kept her expression neutral.

“That’s far enough, sweetheart,” the first guard said as Maria halted before them. His wandering gaze lingered a beat too long on her cleavage. “What’s your business here?”

Maria took a bracing breath. “I’ve come to see my husband, Chuck Warner. Please tell him I’m here.”

The second guard guffawed. “Your husband? You expect us to believe a fine piece of ass like you is hitched to the mayor?”

The other man joined in the laughter. “She’s probably looking to trade a little sugar for a hot meal. Ain’t that right, darlin’?” He reached to chuck her under the chin mockingly.

Anger flared in Maria’s chest. In one swift motion, she swatted the man’s hand away and dealt a stinging open hand slap across his face.

“Don’t touch me, you pig!” she spat. “I am Maria Warner, Chuck’s wife. Now take me to him at once before I have your hides tanned!”

Shock registered on the men’s faces as they processed her words. The guard Maria had slapped gingerly touched his reddening cheek, clearly embarrassed by her dressing him down. His partner seemed unsure whether to apprehend or obey her.

After a beat, the flustered guard finally radioed their superior for guidance. “Yeah, Sarge, we got a situation here. This lady claims to be the mayor’s old lady...”

He relayed the details of their confrontation while Maria silently fumed. Just then, the walkie crackled to life with brusque orders - the mayor’s wife was to be granted entry immediately and escorted to him right away.

With surly reluctance, the guards ushered Maria through the barricade at gunpoint. She held her head high, refusing to show fear. But internally, her heart hammered as she was marched through the dingy streets toward an uncertain reunion.

The once-vibrant town had decayed into squalor and neglect. Windows were broken, buildings defaced with graffiti. Hard-eyed citizens watched the passing guards warily before disappearing indoors like specters. Maria suppressed a shudder. What had become of her hometown?

At last, they arrived before an impressive brick structure - the former city hall. More armed men stood stationed outside. One looked Maria over dismissively before radioing inside.

After a brief exchange, he waved the group onward. Maria’s mouth went dry, but she kept her bearing composed. She tried to ignore the weapons aimed squarely at her back ushering her inside.

The expansive lobby was in shambles, trash and filth littering the cracked marble floors. They marched her down a gloomy corridor to an ornate set of oak doors. Her escorts knocked twice before entering.

“The mayor’s wife, sir,” the guard announced brusquely.

Maria’s pulse roared in her ears. She could just make out Chuck’s familiar silhouette behind a massive desk in the shadows. At the guard’s declaration, he jerked ramrod straight in his high-backed leather chair.

“That’ll be all. Leave us,” Chuck ordered in his smoothly commanding voice. The guards retreated, closing the doors firmly behind them.

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

Alone now, Maria’s courage nearly failed her. She wanted nothing more than to flee this office and the monster masquerading as her husband within it. But she forced leaden feet forward instead.

Chuck looked much the same - handsome and imposing. But as Maria drew closer, the predatory glint in his sapphire eyes sent a chill down her spine. This was not the man she had once loved.

“Maria...you came back,” Chuck said, clearly shaken. He rose slowly, hands braced on the desk as if for balance.

Maria halted a careful distance away, face placid but heart racing. “I had to see you, to understand what’s happened here.” She nodded meaningfully around the dilapidated office.

Chuck straightened, regaining some of his composure. “Desperate times called for difficult decisions, that’s all,” he replied evasively. “But never mind that now. What matters is you’re home, where you belong.”

He stepped toward Maria with arms extended as if to embrace her. She recoiled sharply. Chuck withdrew, looking wounded by her rejection.

“Don’t pretend you actually missed me, Chuck,” Maria said coldly. “I know exactly the kind of depraved monster you’ve become since I left.”

Chuck’s eyes hardened into flinty chips. “Is that what you think of me?” he asked quietly. Maria could sense the gathering storm behind his controlled tone.

Refusing to be cowed, Maria unleashed the disgust and fury she had bottled up since learning of his vile deeds. She spat every gut-wrenching detail Joe had shared, watching Chuck’s handsome face slowly contort in rage.

When Maria finally fell silent, cheeks flushed and chest heaving from her tirade, Chuck exploded.

“How dare you judge me!” he thundered. “You, who abandoned our home to selfishly forge a new life! You were content to leave me alone to salvage some kind of order amidst utter chaos and destruction. I did what was necessary to save these people!”

His spittle flew as he ranted, veins bulging in his neck. Maria stood frozen. This maniacal stranger both terrified and revolted her in equal measure. She had never seen Chuck’s charming facade crack so completely.

“There’s no justification for what you’ve done,” Maria replied evenly once Chuck paused for breath. “You’ve become the very evil you claim to fight. Can’t you see that?”

At her words, Chuck’s expression warped into a mask of ugly rage. He crossed the space between them in two large strides and wrenched Maria’s wrist viciously, causing her to cry out.

“You dare judge me?” he spat, face inches from her own. “You lost that right when you abandoned me!”

Maria wrenched her arm free, recoiling from him. Any naive hope of appealing to Chuck’s conscience shriveled away. She now saw the depth of his corruption - his soul was as twisted as his actions. Her husband was beyond redemption.

But Maria was not beyond courage. With panic racing through her veins, she forced herself to soften her voice. If she had any hope of stopping Chuck from within, she needed him to believe her sympathies had changed.

“You’re right, I made mistakes,” Maria said, massaging her bruising wrist. “I was a fool not to stand by my man when things got difficult. But I want to make amends now.”

Chuck’s grip relaxed slightly but his eyes remained wary, searching Maria’s face. She swallowed hard and continued her ruse.

“If you’ll let me, I’d like us to start fresh, to build something good together from the ashes. I see now that you only want what’s best for our people.” Maria laid a timid hand on Chuck’s chest beseechingly. “I’m here to help you however I can, my husband.”

Chuck stared down at Maria, his rage shifting to something more calculating. Could he dare hope she had finally recognized all he had accomplished and wanted to share in his vision? The allure of having his queen ruling beside him once more held certain appeal.

“You can’t imagine how long I’ve waited to hear such words from you,” Chuck said thickly. He lightly clasped her hand against his chest. “I knew you’d come around eventually.”

Maria forced herself not to pull away from his touch, every nerve screaming in revulsion. She allowed none of that to show on her face.

“I just need some time to process everything,” Maria said, playing the part of blushing bride. “Give me a chance to walk the town, see how you’ve made life better here. To remember why I fell in love with you from the start.”

Chuck considered this, his eyes roving hungrily over Maria. At last he nodded. “Very well. I’ll have quarters prepared for your stay. Take all the time you need to...acclimate.”

Maria exhaled in relief. She had bought herself a reprieve, if only temporarily. Time enough to assess Chuck’s hold on the town and hopefully find a way to undermine him.

Chuck escorted her to the foyer, snapping his fingers to summon guards to show Maria to her room. But as she turned to leave, he caught her wrist once more, firmly this time. His breath was hot on her ear as he leaned in close.

“Don’t toy with me, Maria,” Chuck warned softly. “I’ll be keeping a close eye on you during this little reconnaissance of yours. For both our sakes, I hope your change of heart is genuine, and I’ll be sure to visit you in your room. It’s been quite a while since I’ve been able to enjoy my bride.”

With that ominous threat, he released her. Maria shot him a coy smile as she massaged her wrist, determined not to show weakness. “I would expect nothing less, my dear.”

With her head high, she spun on her heel and followed the guards upstairs, leaving Chuck to brood in the foyer below. But as soon as Maria was alone in the dingy little room, the brave facade crumbled. She collapsed onto the cot, sobbing wretchedly into a dirty musty pillow.

Despair and bone-deep revulsion gripped Maria as the reality of her situation sank in. The madman she had once loved held her trapped here now, his perverted whims her only protection from the same atrocities inflicted on so many.

She longed for the safety of Joe’s arms with an ache that made her soul howl. But the warm refuge she had found fleetingly with him seemed a lifetime away now. Maria was utterly alone in her mission to stop the beast Chuck had become.

As her sobs gradually faded to ragged breathing, cold resolve hardened within Maria’s chest. She had allowed herself this one moment of weakness. Now it was time to be strong, to face the monster on his own territory. If she failed, her best hope would be a quick death.

Maria straightened with that grim thought, dashing away any lingering tears. She refused to cower in this dingy room awaiting rescue or disaster. She would walk this fetid town with her head held high, hiding revulsion beneath a mask of wifely duty. And she would silently gather every detail needed to unravel Chuck’s regime.

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

Maria emerged the next morning wearing an embroidered dress found in the wardrobe, as if preparing to join Chuck for an elegant ball rather than surveying a decaying town. It bolstered her courage, this small act of defiance.

At the foot of the stairs, the guard assigned discretely to her wheeled around in surprise at her bold attire. Maria breezed past him as though he were invisible. “I want to get better acquainted with our fair city. Please escort me on a tour.”

With no choice but to obey the mayor’s wife, the guard trailed Maria resentfully as she glided down broken sidewalks in impractical heels. Her piercing gaze took in everything while she chatted airily about the lovely weather and charming architecture.

They passed alleys full of rag-clad urchins fighting viciously over scraps. Trash fires smoldered inside dented barrels. The cloying stench of death and bodily waste hung on the stale breeze. But Maria clung fiercely to her composure. She would not be cowed by the horrors Chuck had wrought.

Occasionally citizens emerged from dilapidated buildings to stand mute, observing Maria’s passage. Their eyes reminded her of those she had seen in the internment camps in Bosnia during her years as a Red Cross nurse - haunted, desolate, stripped of light and hope. Each one cut Maria to the marrow. But she did not dare stop or speak to them under the watchful eye of her escort.

Near what had once been the bustling town square, Maria noted crude platforms erected at regular intervals, surrounded by armed guards. Townsfolk were ushered up the steps reluctantly to receive meager dolings of food or rationed medications. The whole operation had the mechanistic efficiency of a slave camp.

Rancid scents wafted on the breeze from somewhere nearby. Maria’s escort deliberately quickened his pace, steering her away from the source. But she managed a brief glimpse down one squalid alley of emaciated bodies piled haphazardly atop each other like so much cordwood. A mass grave, Maria realized with horror.

Her fists clenched as she continued on through this twisted mockery of the town she once had called home. Everywhere she turned, more evidence of Chuck’s merciless regime battered her spirit. She had no clue how to even begin dismantling the intricate web of fear and control he had spun. But she knew in her soul she must find a way.

Nearing the crumbling remains of the town hall, Maria begged a rest. Perching daintily on a concrete bench near a bed of wilted roses, she set her mind to analyzing all she had observed. The guard kept his distance, smoking sullenly while keeping one eye fixed on her at all times.

Certain truths became evident during Maria’s reflection. Chuck’s empire was a constantly shape-shifting creature with himself at the head and heart. Cutting off either would be the surest way to kill the beast. Without Chuck’s cult of personality to hold sway, his web would crumble. But how to break that thrall?

As Maria pondered, a small boy wandered up and placed a scraggly dandelion at her feet. His mournful gray eyes peered up at her beseechingly before he scampered away like a frightened animal.

Moved to tears, Maria knew in that moment what she must do. These people needed reminding of their own humanity. And she must be the one to awaken it before Chuck’s cruelty snuffed out their spirits entirely. Her course was clear, even if it invited death. She would ignite the flame of resistance and help give Chuck’s victims the tools to dismantle his empire themselves.

Steeling her nerve, Maria rose and dusted off her dress. With a gracious nod to her escort, she turned back toward the town hall. She had seen enough for today. Now it was time to begin planning Chuck’s downfall in earnest. However slim her chances, Maria was more determined than ever to bring his reign of terror crashing down or die in the attempt. This she solemnly vowed as she climbed the crumbling marble steps back into the viper’s nest, head held high.



 

CHAPTER THREE

UNWELCOMED ARRIVAL

Joe’s ex, Paulette had gone through hell to get to the cabin. She doubted she could have made it if she hadn’t found Alicia along the way. Once strangers, they were now close traveling companions. Alicia having lost her father after the blackout and being abandoned by her mother years before, leaving her family behind for another man, mimicking Paulette’s past behavior with her own family seemed to draw them closer together creating an unbreakable bond as they both were able to learn more about each other’s past on this grueling trip. Paulette was still anguished over being sexually assaulted along the way, but grateful she was able to end that man’s life before he had a chance to do the same to Alicia. She may not have been there much for her own daughter Taylor, but at least she was able to protect young Alicia.

Now as they walked, the trees opened up and they stepped into a clearing. Just ahead, nestled against the tree line, was the cabin. Paulette stopped short for a moment, staring at the grand structure that represented a past life with Joe she had long ago abandoned. Tears began to form as the memories of her past life with Joe and the kids came flooding back with a vengeance. Alicia gave her an encouraging look.

“No matter what happens, I’ll be right here with you,” she said kindly. Bolstered by her support, Paulette took a deep breath and continued forward. This was it - time to face the past she had tried so hard to forget.

As they walked closer step by step, Paulette could feel her nervousness rising, but she told herself to be strong and continue. She noticed strangers sitting out in front of the cabin around the campfire and approached slowly with caution.

The group turned to face them as Paulette called out nervously, “He- Hello there. Is Joe here?”

One of the ladies in the group responded, “No he and some of the others went into town, we don’t know when they’ll be back. Can we help you?”

Paulette looked defeated, “How about his son Jojo or his daughter Taylor, are they around?”

“Jojo went with him, Taylor is here though, I’ll go get her for you.” as the lady went inside.

A few moments later Taylor appeared at the door with young Parker straddled around her hip.

Taylor looked up sharply, her expression clouding over when she spotted her mother. Parker, sensing the shift in mood, began to fuss.

There was an awkward silence as mother and daughter looked at one another. The gulf of years and hurt feelings yawned between them. Paulette gazed at Taylor with a heart full of remorse, wishing she could find the right words to begin bridging that divide.

“Taylor...” she began haltingly. “You’ve grown into such a beautiful young woman.”

Taylor’s eyes narrowed. “No thanks to you,” she said bluntly.

Paulette winced. She deserved that.

“You’re right,” she acknowledged. “I haven’t been the mother I should have been. But I’m here now, and I intend to make things right











CHAPTER FOUR

INTO THE LION’S DEN




























CHAPTER FIVE

PREDAWN DECISIONS

































CHAPTER SIX

PLANTING SEEDS OF DOUBT AND HOPE

























CHAPTER SEVEN

PORTRAITS OF SUFFERING











CHAPTER EIGHT

FAMILY TIES


































CHAPTER NINE

MARIA’S DARING ACT















































CHAPTER TEN

CHUCK’S RETALIATION
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