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      Get book two: Snowy Peaks!

      

      …there is a time for every event under heaven. Ecclesiastes 3:1

      

      “Why don’t you shoot me first?”

      Her brown eyes pierced mine with disturbing certainty. She was maybe five feet five inches tall, and I’d guess Hispanic if I had to. She was clad in a simple formal outfit and could pass for any pedestrian. Except she wasn’t, because someone paid me a fortune to meet her here. She wove her right palm around her left one, her thin, dry lips parting slightly as she inhaled a deep breath while casting a nervous glance around us. She turned her back to me, and the gravel crunched along with every step she took.

      Staring at her well-groomed, short, and curly hair, I steadied my nerves. The side glass-walled pane of the unoccupied high-rise building partially mirrored her square-shaped face when she stopped mere inches from the structure.

      I closed the gap as I noticed that the rising sun behind me cast a curved shadow to the left, obscuring my view of the cordoned-off parking lot I’d passed only minutes earlier. Construction crews worked quite some distance away. In contrast to their grating noise, her still frame exuded an unsettling composure—one that was much too calm. A wave of strong springtime winds rushed by, rustling freshly-bloomed red petals of an unkempt poppy patch nearby, while demurely revealing the neckline of her white-collared shirt.

      I opened my mouth, but no words came. I set my purse on the ground and warded off the alarm bells going off in my mind. I rolled down my jacket sleeves. Just keep this interaction professional. I cleared my throat aloud.

      “Excuse me, my name is Ruby Masters. I run a freelance delivery service. Cortexe Corp.—which I believe you work for—paid me to show up here to meet you. Probably to confirm your arrival with a package for me, but I’m not sure.” I pulled out my clipboard and waited for her to interject. She didn’t, so I continued, “Can I please have the package for delivery? I, for one, I’m certainly not here to kill anyone.” I let out a short nervous laugh and waited for her to take my cue and say something—anything. Still, she was silent.

      Maybe she never even heard me. Okay, time to call it a day. With a wave, I brushed my hair back, pulling it into a tight bun. Zipping up my purse halfway, I saw her feet move as she turned around. So I straightened to meet her gaze.

      “They see everything.” She looked me in the eye, unwavering, her voice even calmer than the first time she spoke, her jaw tipping slightly upward with an air of sophistication. She waved her hand in the air, a stiff smile crossing her face. “In the restaurants, I mean—everything.” She continued looking into my eyes and yet didn’t blink once.

      “I built The New Rulebook,” she emphasized every word.

      I frowned a little. “You mean, like surveillance, like what the government—”

      She shook her head so fast, short curls bounced over her forehead. But she kept her eyes on me as she reached inside her sweater, pulled out an object, and handed it to me.

      I accepted it without breaking eye contact.

      “No, not like that,” she responded. “What the government has now is…old, very old compared to The New Rulebook. That’s the name of what I built. Nothing is hidden from it—nothing. Only glitch is one-tenth of it isn’t there.” She turned toward the now-familiar blank spot on her wall of the high-rise building.

      I secured what she gave me, placing it in the inside pocket of my leather jacket and zipping up without investigating the contents. I could do so later. First, I needed to understand who this woman was and what we were doing here. What was my job if not purely delivery service? “What am I supposed to—”

      The whoosh of an object blew past the left side of my head from behind, grazing off some of my hair. A slow ding radiated, like a coin dropping into an empty coin jar. Her knees hit the ground with a thud. Then she fell face down, a gaping hole torn into the rear-middle of the clean curly hair that faced me moments earlier. Bloodstains dotted her sparkling shirt collar. She lay on the ground—lifeless.

      I raised a hand to my mouth, hyperventilating, screaming inside but hearing no sound. My eyes burned with shock and threatened to pop out of their sockets. How? What happened? One minute there was calm, the next moment chaos in stillness.

      I spun toward the direction the bullet came from. Sunlight glinted off another glass-walled high-rise. The glare obscured not only the probable shooter but also the shape of the windows. I swung around again to the scene before me, my breath raggedly out of rhythm. I placed one hand on my heart to keep me from fainting. Then I lowered to a squat to catch my breath.

      My gaze fell irresistibly to the slender body slumped down just a few feet from me. Reality drove through me like a nail through wood. My fingers trembled, and my knees threatened to buckle. I was gasping for precious oxygen—which felt suddenly scarce. My eyes traveled the length and breadth of my surroundings. Sounds of my crunchy footsteps on gravel assured me there was no one else left here but me. The construction crew I had heard earlier had gone completely still. I glanced upward. Surely, the shooter didn’t see her give me the item earlier or I’d be dead too.

      I wrapped my arms tight around myself while visually scouring the spot where I thought I’d heard a ding. The space she directly faced was missing its glass before the shot came through, so there was no broken glass. Ha! How convenient. This could make a forensic determination of her murder next to impossible, I thought. Any shred of evidence would be deemed circumstantial—unless there was an eyewitness cum suspect.

      I swallowed hard. There was no way this looked good for me. Convincing anyone of what I just saw would be like trying to explain how a tornado could reduce an entire town to rubble but leave one house standing a couple of meters away from the path of destruction. That would be a tough sell, though true.

      To my dismay, now I knew why they sent me here. To be the fall girl for a murder I didn’t commit. My mind raced through several options, and none of them were appealing. My head swam. I staggered, struggling to stand straight. I made to lean on part of the high-rise structure for support but thought twice about it. The last thing I needed was for my fingerprints to be on anything here.

      I began walking away clutching my purse, and I didn’t look back. I pressed my trembling lips closed while my knees were still wobbling. I couldn’t swallow the fact that an innocent woman just got murdered right in front of me. I would not—and could not—let it go. I had to do something. And I knew exactly what.
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      …There is a friend who sticks closer than a brother. -Proverbs 18:24

      

      “Red? Are you all right?” Robert asked as I unlocked my door, with his six-foot frame filling the doorway nicely.

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” I showed him into my apartment.

      “Red, you’re always good at breaking stuff. The way you sounded—I wondered, what did you break this time to get your voice all shaky?” His lips curved upward in a mischievous smile. His eyes fiercely bore into mine, searching for clues, but I gave nothing away. He averted his gaze and studied the apartment. Full eyelashes helped obscure the ill-timed humor beginning to light his eyes, but the squint on his forehead gave him away. Other times I would laugh, but this time I exhaled.

      He called me Red instead of Ruby most times. I liked the nickname, so I didn’t protest. I swallowed hard and began walking toward the bathroom. Robert followed me.

      “It’s the bathroom water pipe,” I explained in an even tone. “I think I broke it when I came home and decided to take a shower.” We both entered the bathroom, and I shut the door.

      “Wait, you took two showers in one morning? Must be one errand too many that you ran,” he quipped, some hesitancy lacing his voice.

      I looked up. Good. My plan was working. Vapor filled the room. Just a few more seconds…

      “Well, you know how old this building is. Given a choice, would I live in a place this aged?” I asked, knowing his answer whether he said it or not.

      He shook his head, and a muscle twitched along his sharp jawline, more out of habit. “You’ll never leave your precious elderly clients even if you got a million dollars. Admit it.” He pouted as the eyeglasses sitting atop his straight nose took on more vapor and began slipping.

      At that point, the fog almost fully obscured his face on the bathroom mirror. Perfect. I walked over to the showerhead where water still gushed. “Here, please give me a hand.”

      He didn’t move. I turned around, and bent over the water pipe to look toward him. His face had turned beet red.

      “Red.” Alarm darkened his green eyes. “Please step away from there. That’s very hot water.” He reached out as though he wanted to pluck me up and out in one fell swoop.

      I laughed, although the heat was truly starting to get to me, but I hid it. Now wasn’t the time to shy from pain. Something more important was at stake. “Hey. You know we’re not six anymore. Stop treating me like a little girl you need to protect. Now, come over here and help me, will you?” If he didn’t come close enough to me soon, I may lose the opportunity forever. I beckoned him with a quick wave.

      He stepped closer, took off his glasses, and pocketed them, slipping on contacts instead. “The glasses are customized, so I can’t afford to ruin them,” he added. He was still a bit far but now close enough.

      “Robert, listen carefully. I have been framed for murder. I went to a delivery pickup site. The requester paid me well—ten thousand bucks.” So I related what happened. “Before they shot her, she said something about a surveillance thing called The New Rulebook. She said they see everything. She then handed me a journal. I read the first few pages on my way home. She wrote that thick water vapor can cloud their monitoring ability, but only for a short period.”

      His eyes widened as I narrated, lips pressing firmly as his naturally-shaped, perfect brows arched in unison when I stopped speaking—the way they always did when he was in deep thought. He ran a quick hand through his hair while the other hand settled on his waist. He closed the small gap between us, stopping inches from me. “That’s why you broke the pipe.”

      “Exactly. I had no choice.”

      He bent over slightly, arching over the gushing water, then forcefully stopped its flow with a hand plug. Almost immediately, the vapor began to clear as Robert and I finished reattaching the pipe onto the showerhead. I spoke faster, providing him with every detail of the occurrence.

      Robert had known me all my life, and right now, I needed someone who required very few words to understand me. It didn’t hurt to have that someone also be a policeman.
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      Half an hour later, I was still clad in the outfit I wore on assignment this morning. I shifted and tugged at my shirt, smoothing away creases. Even though my hands were busy, I had been listening to the news through my embedded earpieces. News of her murder hadn’t broken in the media yet, though I wished I could glue myself down in front of the TV right now to see when it did.

      Although I was preoccupied, I made a mental note to thank Robert for these earpieces later. They were his gift to me last Christmas. Then I didn’t understand why he was so into tech breakthroughs, but now, I was sure glad he was. The earpieces were structured to transmit audio from any active technological gadget, whether radio, TV, or PC from everywhere across my apartment, whether they were configured or not. In contrast, Robert’s job seemed worlds apart from his passion for technology, but he fit into both worlds naturally at the same time. He was always saying “you can’t fight crime without tech” whenever I raised the topic.

      “We need to get out of here right away,” he shouted from the bathroom, snapping me back to the moment. Seconds later, he approached while wiping his wet hands with a towel. A rough trail of dampened toilet paper stuck to the sole of his shoe followed behind.

      So I stepped on the tip as he passed by, breaking it off.

      He turned around, picked it up, and then rolled it into a ball. “Thanks. The tub’s all fixed up now.”

      He paused, pressing his lips together and lowering his voice. “Red, you should never have come back here after the lady was killed. We leave now, and you never return—ever. Do you understand?”

      Shaken, I nodded, unable to manage anything more. I headed to my bedroom and started packing a few belongings.

      Robert moved around the house peering into every corner with a flashlight, lifting some old phone books on a bookcase and attracting a sneeze. I figured he was probably searching for signs of surveillance equipment. I doubted they’d put it where someone could easily find it.

      I smiled sadly. Usually, sleep was the only thing I craved when my day was over. Until today. Until now, when all I wanted was safety—and answers—while fleeing my only home. Exasperated, I sighed as I finally tucked my last item—a framed photo of me as a little girl—into a duffel bag.

      Robert came up behind me and patted my shoulder. He then bent over and pulled my daily journal containing my business contacts out of the bag, tossing it back onto the bed. “Red, I’m sorry, but you can’t use those anymore. You’re saying goodbye to your life as you know it. I understand this is new territory for you, but you’re going to have to trust me.” Sudden wrinkles lined his forehead.

      Tears were brimming to the surface, but I fought them down. I sat on the bed and brought my knees up to my jaw, throwing my head backward for a moment. Pouring my hair together onto my right shoulder, I twisted the tip of a strand, absentmindedly wishing none of this were happening to me.

      With concern lining his brow, he squatted and took my hand. “I’m going to get you to safety first then find out who’s behind this, how big this thing is, okay? I might be doing this in reverse, but I’m not going to call this in to the station just yet. If I do, it could spook them.” He gave me a look tough to decipher. “There’s something I’ve got to tell you now in case I can’t tell you later.”

      But I barely heard him above my worried heart. I tore my eyes away and gazed out the window. I wished that those behind this setup would tell me why me. That’s what I wanted—no, needed—to know right now. Rising, I walked toward the clear, crisp view. My feet knocked down my journal partway there, which was perched slightly off the bed. It slid all the way onto the floor, stopping near the wall crest of the window. I got closer to pick it up. “Robert, I—”

      A piercing sound whizzed into my earpieces and broke my stride. “My ear!” I bent over and yanked off each earpiece, tossing them. When I straightened, Robert was facing the window, his eyes fixed on a point past me. With my breathing ragged, I looked behind me. Shards of glass poured onto my back like confetti.

      “Get down!” Robert yelled.

      I complied.

      He yanked his radio from his belt. But a second wave of shattering panes followed from the adjacent window. I dove beneath my study desk, kicking the chair out to fit me in under. I felt the searing pain of a sharp cut, but I was too high strung to know exactly where.

      “Red! Look!”

      I shrank back as two crossed ropes I didn’t previously see knotted powerfully right where I would have stood. One leg of my tossed chair spun into the knot of the ropes. The empty seat now facing out dragged forward then lodged on the windowsill, tipping almost over the ledge. My mouth slid agape in shock. “Unbelievable.” My hands wound like a vise onto the sides of my study desk.

      “Oh, Jesus!” Robert mumbled in prayer while panting. I didn’t know when he became religious. And I didn’t  seriously care right now. Silence gradually returned, interrupted by leftover particles dropping onto the ground.

      When I could hear above the drumming beat of my own heart, I turned toward him. “Robert?”

      He pointed across the floor from where I lay. “Suicide.” Our eyes met. “It would’ve looked like you committed—”

      I nodded. “I know. Like I jumped off the window to hang myself.” I planted my palms on the ground, using my big toe to drag down my duffel bag. Blood dripped behind my ankle where, apparently, I’d gotten a cut.

      “Red. Head to the living room. I’ll grab the bag.”

      I took his hand. He drew me by the armpits toward himself. We lay inches from each other.

      “They’ll think you’re dead.” He rolled over and leaned up on his elbow, a wry smile crossing his chiseled face. “Let’s make ’em think they’re right.” His grit-toothed response mirrored my determination to survive. He handed over his radio.

      I crawled through the bedroom door to the living room on hands and knees, while Robert trailed close behind.
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      We both crawled into the living room. The blinds were still closed from when I’d shut them earlier. We rose as we neared the couch.

      “They must’ve used a proximity alert to trigger pressure on the window panes causing them to blow. There could be more of ’em. We need to move now.” Robert dusted himself off while he rose to his feet.

      But I didn’t budge. “Why me? Why are they doing this to me?”

      He came close, squatted, and peered into my face, taking my arm with one hand, the other held up for caution. He treated me as though I was as fragile as the just-broken glass.

      “I know you didn’t kill anyone, okay?” His eyes grew gentle as they scanned my face.

      I said nothing. Instead, I raised a finger in an attempt to calm my trembling lips.

      “But I’m still a police officer. And I follow the law.”

      “So, are you going to turn me in right away?”

      He shook his head, waving a defensive hand in the air. “That’s not what I’m saying. As you are an eyewitness to murder and a possible person of interest, the law needs to know your whereabouts. You just need to keep calm and cooperate. Meanwhile, I’ll ask at the station about The New Rulebook.” His eyebrows arched upward in thought. “The name sounds familiar for some reason. For now, we need to move.”

      He let go of my hand and grabbed my duffel bag. I rose with new resolve and shook my head vigorously, arms akimbo. “No, Robert. I’m not running away. I don’t have a reason to.”

      I turned, but he grabbed my arm. I snapped it back from him in defiance. “Listen to me.” My voice sounded like it was breaking, but I couldn’t care less. “I’ve worked too hard and too long for some folks just to show up out of nowhere and take everything away in a flash.” I held in a sob, trying hard to keep it down. “I’m not going to leave my house or my life for anyone. Someone or something will prove my innocence.”

      Robert moved in closer, close enough I could smell his cologne. “And by then you could be long dead. You have to trust me. There is no other way.” He interlocked his left fingers to mine—our symbol of unity of purpose when we were younger.

      I was trembling all over now as the truth of his words found acknowledgment in my heart. I knew he was right. Though, unfortunately so. I also knew I was way over my head. Tough business clients I could handle, but smart psychopaths were beyond my skill set.

      Words were no longer necessary. He pulled me into an embrace while sobs wracked my body. I freed the tears that had been brimming inside me since this ordeal started and clung to his strong arms like I was literally holding on for dear life. His hands stroked my back, though giving little comfort inside. Moments later, my sobs quieted. We separated, and I took some tissue to wipe my face. Perching on the couch, I cupped my face in both hands.

      Robert inhaled deeply and observed me with concern lining his brow. He sat next to me and offered a tentative smile, his green eyes sharing my pain. “Red, I promise you, I will get you somewhere safe and keep it known only to me until someone else becomes need-to-know. You are the toughest person I know, and you will get through this.” He squeezed my arm. “Here, take this.” He handed me the apartment key. “You never know.”

      I looked at it and smiled a little.

      He walked back to the bathroom and returned with a first-aid kit. “We need to tend to that foot.”

      Oh, I had forgotten about the injury, focusing instead on having survived a suicide frame-up.

      He lifted my foot and wiped the blood off several times with an alcohol prep pad. It tingled, and I sucked in my breath.

      “There. All better.” He covered it with a Band-Aid and patted it lightly.

      I nodded. “Thanks.”

      Just then, something blared on the TV like breaking news. He stepped away to replace the kit while I got on my feet and moved forward to listen.

      Then all I could do was point to the TV. My feet stuck to the floor as though with glue. Her face was splashed across the 37-inch screen. Breath whistled past my teeth as I blinked hard. She stared at me, like a ghost from the distant past. Only it was this morning. “Robert! Look.”

      He returned and glanced up at the screen. “They found her.”

      I nodded, unable to speak anymore. “How?” I croaked out.

      Then Robert moved like lightning, dashing across the living room, unplugging electronic gadgets, knocking out lightbulbs on the chandelier with his arm protected by a cloth-glove. He looked at me with half-crazed eyes, wiping his face in between heaved breaths. “If they planted something here to see you with, it most definitely needs a power source, and if not, then it’s probably attached to a light fixture. I’m just guessing, but I might be right.”

      I was still stuck in the same spot, mouth agape, eyes wide. My mind whirled wildly like a wind gauge, trying to fit all the pieces together.

      “Forget the TV. The police—and the people who framed you—will be here soon. They may even be watching and listening to us. We have to go now.”

      Deep inside, I was still hoping for another way out of this situation. “The police, at least, have no way of tying me to this. I mean, for all the world knows, I wasn’t anywhere near there today. I can give back their money too.”

      He shook his head and tapped his foot repeatedly on the ground.

      I didn’t care if he was impatient. I was only going to run if all else failed.

      “You said earlier that your hair was grazed off at the crime scene, right?” He pointed to the screen. “You’re almost the same height as the woman on TV. You can be certain that the police will check public and police surveillance cameras soon. Once they place you at or near the crime scene, you’ll be a suspect—probably the sole suspect.” A troubled frown followed. “With those people who set you up, we could have mere minutes, and with the police, maybe a couple of days to process your hair sample and get results from the lab.”

      He scratched his head, causing some of his glossy brown hair to tumble onto his hand. “I’m sad even to think this, but if these people have moles within the police, we may have less time than I predicted.”

      My mouth dropped open, and my world shattered like a wrecking ball would rip apart a house. “But—” I protested, searching for a reason to say why this was all wrong.

      “Don’t you get it?” He grabbed my shoulders. “They sent you there because they needed someone to take the fall. That makes you their fall guy. You fit their perfect frame-up all around. You can be sure they planted enough motive to pin this on you. I’m very sorry, Red.”

      Premature wrinkle lines formed on his forehead while his voice deepened further. “It’s better for you to assume that you could be a murder suspect right now than otherwise. Assuming they heard everything we just said, from however the murdered lady claims they see and hear, time’s probably up.” He grabbed my elbow. “C’mon.” He picked up the duffel bag.

      I tried to walk, but my feet did not budge.

      “Now! Ruby,” he insisted, pulling me along.

      But I was in shock. My predicament was dawning on me all at once. Within moments, I began to function again. We ran out of my apartment, and for the first time, I did not lock it. I took one more look and swallowed hard as the only safe haven I had known since leaving the orphanage disappeared behind me, while I ran toward an uncertain future.

      We hurried down a couple flights of stairs side by side, turning toward the exit. We reached the ground floor, making for the main building’s door.

      A muscular man seeming about six feet tall, slammed right into us at the doorway, panting. His gaze darted between Robert and me. His eyes then settled on me without doubt.

      I peered down at his hands—he held a gun in one and a satellite radio in the other. A gasp escaped my throat. My feet suddenly grew wobbly, like jelly. A muffled shot rang out just as my world went black.
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