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Writing this final novel in the six-book Jewels
Trust MURDER series has been bittersweet. The adventures (and
misadventures) of Jewels, Belinda, Marshall, Warren, Howard, and
Gunnar have consumed my life for two and half years.

In the family of novels and novella’s I’ve created, I consider the first
book in the Jewels Trust series, Mistaken Trust, to be my firstborn as it was my debut work as an author. Thus,
Mistaken
Trust and its cast will
forever hold a special place in my heart. Throughout the creation
of this series, as a parent of authoring stories, I’ve learned from my mistakes
of raising my firstborn and
honed my upbringing skills, improving my craft of storytelling with each
subsequent book.

While penning the 800,000 words accumulated in the
six Jewels Trust novels, I fell deeply in love with the
protagonists as they evolved, not only in battling the dastardly
deeds of savage opponents, but in the conflicts and triumphs in
their personal relationships. Yet I know it’s time to move on. To
say goodbye. To allow my cherished cast members to “live happily
ever after” or perish, whatever may be their destiny.

THANK YOU for purchasing this novel. I am honored
and appreciative of your support, especially knowing there are
literally millions of great book available for your entertainment.
Therefore, as always, I wish you a killer good read.
Enjoy!

Shirley

P.S. If you enjoyed this series, I invite
you to visit my website for my other novels. In the “Killer Among
Us” thrillers, each book is stand alone with different characters
while the “Full Moon Trilogy” involves the same main characters ...
werewolves! https://shirleyspain.weebly.com
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“Often, a serial killer has no felony
record.”

—Pat Brown, criminal profiler.

 


 


WINTER IN UTAH.

ABOUT TEN YEARS AGO.

A frilly bib apron adorned his otherwise
naked body. Fresh splotches and streaks of blood marred the vibrant
green and white polka-dotted material. Purposely. Collectible
number five in the making.

He indulged in the silkiness of the crimson
fluid gliding between his gloved thumb and index finger as he
caressed the ragged flesh; a bloody silver dollar-size circle the
consistency of thinly sliced raw beef jerky.

A prideful grin slithered across his
clean-shaven face. He placed the scalpel next to the slender
brunette’s trembling hip. Observed, amused, as she pointlessly
struggled in her bonds.

Drawn-out moans of agony accompanied the
sporadic rattling of chains anchoring the medieval thumb and toe
screws to the corners of the highly varnished wooden torture table.
Odd squeaky noises of sweat-laden bare skin skidding across the
smooth surface added seductive background music.

Swirling the bumpy piece of hematic tissue
under his nose as if wine testing, he lowered his eyelids. Inhaled
pointedly. Ensured the scent navigated to his deep-seated nasal
receptors to garner the utmost pleasure. He savored its richness. A
repulsive, yet pleasing, bouquet.

About thirty seconds later he tilted his
head back and opened his mouth, as if to receive the Body of Christ
in Holy Communion. He placed the disk of meat on his tongue. Rolled
it around in his mouth like a throat lozenge. Noted its warmth.
Luxuriated in the bittersweet taste. Titillated in its rutted
texture.

His hands skimmed under the ruffled cloth
covering his chest. Fingers compressed, he massaged his breasts and
torso in a figure-eight pattern.

Erotically he swayed, increasing the
intensity of his self-massage. The blood on his nitrile gloves
transferred to his body. He deliberately smeared the scarlet liquid
across his skin, from the base of his neck, down his defined
abdominal muscles, to his outie belly button.

The stench of recently expelled urine and
feces within her plastic-coated diaper tantalized his olfactory
system. His right hand pinched his left nipple. He twisted it one
way. Then the other.

Pain distorted his face. He growled in
torment. His left hand raised the apron skirt above his waist. An
instant later sperm shot across the room with the velocity of a
bullet from a rifle.

In ecstasy his arms
dropped to his sides as if weighted with bags of cement. His body
buckled in half onto the double bed-size platform where his
apron donor lay
restrained and gagged.

Seconds later he rose and stretched his arms
overhead. He twisted his body side to side, basking in the cool
filtered air caressing his perspiration moistened body. His
enraptured focus drifted to the back wall of his soundproof secret
chamber, specifically to an empty large portrait frame illuminated
by a fine gallery light. Dreamily read the name plate aloud,
“Tiffany.” He rolled his shoulders up, back, and down a half-dozen
times. “Ahhh, Tiffany,” he repeated, his voice misty, attention
diverting to a small dessert-size crystal bowl at his captive’s
side. Invigorated, his lips snaked into a venomous smile.

Opening his jaws, he extended his tongue.
Using his right thumb and index finger, he delicately peeled the
circular lump of flesh from his mouth, releasing it with
ritual-like formality into the dish he had earlier prepared with a
preservative fluid. Almost mesmerized he watched as gravity
meandered the brownish pepperoni-like slice to the bottom of the
container.

Moments later he reclaimed the scalpel, its
blade and handle gilded in shimmering burgundy wetness. Holding the
knife in his right hand, he waltzed around the bottom of the table
to the other side. He smirked, noticing Tiffany’s big toes seeped
blood from beneath their frosty pink painted nail beds within the
secure screw devices.

Halting near her waist, he stood in front of
a second small bowl filled with the same clear liquid preservative.
Empty. Waiting to consume another sliver of meat.

His eyes fixated on her chest, zeroing in on
her nipples.

One absent. Skin raw. Fluid oozing.

The other intact.
Constricted. Erect. Primed for harvesting.

Standing upright, “Tiffany, my dear sweet,
Tiffany, your apron is almost complete,” he trumpeted. Flicking his
groomed brows at her left nipple-less breast. “One down....” A
drawn-out sigh of pleasure finished his sentence.

“One to go.”
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PRESENT YEAR.

MONDAY, MARCH 23RD.

IDAHO. 5:30 A.M.

Tha-thump.

Tha-thump.

Tha-thump.

Cataract-clouded green
eyes peeled wide, swollen bony knuckles grasping the arms of her
wheelchair, “Wait. Stop. Where are you taking me?” the white-haired
woman quizzed, panic in her voice. “How long has it been since you
took your pills? You have
to take your pills.”

Tha-thump ... Tha-thump
... Tha-thump. The pace of wheels bumping
across the wavy wooden floor increased.

Head bobbing uncontrollably from palsy, she
strained to look over her shoulder at her daughter. “You’re not
right in the head. Stop. You need your pills.” The woman broke into
tears.

Tha-thump ... Tha-thump ... Tha-thump.

Despite legs not strong enough to stand on
her own, the elderly woman wiggled her feet off the wheelchair
footrests. Dragged her toes on the floor as brakes.

Tha-thump ... Tha-thump ... Tha-thump.

“You need your pills. You’re not right in
the head. You’re not right in the head,” she wailed.

Suddenly the wheelchair stopped.

The old woman gasped, her arthritic hands
clutching the arms of the wheelchair to keep from ejecting out of
her seat. Struggling to turn around far enough to eye her daughter,
“You’re not right in the head. You need your pills. You need help.
Let me call the clinic. They’ll make you better.”

Eyes seething, “Better? Do
you have any idea what those bastards did to me?” she snarled.
“Well, let me tell you, Mommy
Dearest. Brutes in white scrubs tied my
hands and feet to a bed. Stuck needles in my arms and neck. Pumped
drugs into me until my head felt like hot lava boiling inside. When
I screamed in hideous pain begging them to stop, do you know what
they did?” Her eyes bulged, voice leaped an octave.

Her mother remained silent.

“Muzzled me like a dog, leaving me
helplessly restrained and gagged alone in a dingy little room
staring up at blinding overhead lights until I passed out.”

The woman gnarled her
wrinkled face. “Oh, Belinda, I’m-I’m so sorry. It wasn’t
me who did those
terrible things to you. Your rich boss and all her man friends are
to blame. They ruined your head. I tried to fix it for you.”

“You left me in that institution for six
years. Six ... fucking ... miserable ... years, you wretched
cunt!”

“Don’t talk like that,” her mother scolded.
“That’s not my little girl talking. Your head’s not right. The
clinic will fix you.”

Caressing her mother’s
thin short gray hair, “Don’t worry, Momma, I have a plan to
fix myself,” Belinda
assured with a pleasant smile.

Hope brightened the woman’s dull eyes.

“Starting with you.” She slowly pulled her
mother’s wheelchair rearward back down the hallway about ten
feet.

The old woman sighed with relief. Dropping
her hands onto her lap, she relaxed her shoulders. Ungovernable,
her head continued to wobble. “Take your pills now. And tomorrow
the clinic will fix you.”

Belinda sprouted a Grinch grin. Inhaled
deeply, then lurched forward pushing with all her weight and
running as fast as she could, propelling her invalid mother’s chair
toward the staircase.

Tha-thump, Tha-thump, Tha-thump.

Belinda slammed on the brakes, releasing the
chair from her grasp.

“No! You’re not...,” a shrill screech
finished the old woman’s sentence.

Amused, Belinda watched
the chair tumble end over end, making a terrible clattering noise
as it somersaulted down the fifteen steps of the steep staircase. A
bone-chilling pop-thud silenced her mother’s screams.

“Yes!” Her heart jack-hammered at the
thrill. In victory Belinda shot her fists straight up in the air.
She hopped up and down, dancing her hips side to side.
“Yes-yes-yes-yes-yes!”

Sprawled out on the tattered colonial rag
rug at the foot of the stairs, her mother lifelessly lay beneath
the toppled chair. One wheel still spinning.

Carefully traversing the
stairs, she scrutinized eighty-three-year-old Mary Louise Parker. Head severely wrenched
rearward, the back of her skull smashed between her shoulder
blades. A blood-coated mangled mass of bone, cartilage, and stringy
muscle tissue jutted from the middle of her neck. Bright red fluid
trickled from the sanguinary hole onto the multicolored oval rug.
Her dead eyes stared wide open. Mouth gaped, inside gray and slimy
like a raw oyster.

Belinda let out a
triumphant cackle. “Pills and clinic my ass.” Stepping over the
corpse, she pulled her shoulders back and raised her chin. Blankly
focused on the faded baby picture of her hanging on the grungy
white wall of the old farmhouse entry. Shaking her finger in the
air, “I should have never believed for one blooming minute the
clinic could fix me. Take my pain away.”

She clutched her heart. Hunched her
shoulders. Tears glistened her eyes. “My baby. Warren ... the love
of my life. My everything, gone, just like that.”

Gazing down at her
cadaverous mother, “You
tricked me,” she bemoaned. “Tricked me into
setting foot into that godforsaken clinic and forced me to stay there
for years.” Jerking her head up she
scrunched her face. “Six long, fucking years,” she screamed at the
top of her lungs, eyes distending, face
glowing red, veins in her neck pulsating with rage. Attacking, she
pounded her fists into the
picture.

The glass shattered, protruding knifelike
edges outward. The picture crashed to the floor, spraying sharp
fragments in all directions and slicing the photograph.

Sucking air hard, Belinda stood in control.
Rotated her hands, palms up, examining the fleshy sides. The broken
glass sliced the skin on her left hand.

She twiddled a strand of her long hair
around her right index finger out of habit. Fixated on the blood
streaming from the wound. Jogging around her wrist. Melting down
her forearm.

BLOP.

BLOP.

BLOP, her blood methodically dripped from the tip of her elbow
onto the dusty floorboards.

Belinda swiped her bloody arm against the
left thigh of her elastic waist blue jeans, unwittingly creating a
tombstone-like rubbing of a gnarled scar near the top of her leg.
“Jeeeewels,” she grumbled, at the self-carved letters hidden
beneath her pants.

Ignoring the rush of associated hellish
memories, she stuffed the side of her bloody hand into her mouth
and sucked the wound. Licking it with her tongue, she reexamined
it.

The bleeding subsided.

She perked up. “Well, this
so called not-right-in-the-head daughter of yours is actually a
queen. I have the power to claim everything I ever wanted and
payback everyone who has ever caused me pain.” Addressing the
stiff, “And, of course, I had
to start with you, Mommy
Dearest. I am queen of the sweetest of all
bitches.”

TWEET-TWEET. Sunshine chirped from
her cage.

“Ahhhhhhhhhh,” Belinda grumbled, grabbing
her hair. Stomping into the living room, she yanked the cover off
the cage and tossed it onto the floor. Opening the little barred
door, she poked her left index finger inside.

Her Mother’s blue and yellow parakeet hopped
on.

Withdrawing Sunshine from her cage, “Wanna
see Momma?” she asked, her voice high-pitched as if lovingly
addressing an infant.

The little bird’s tiny feet held onto
Belinda’s finger as she walked into the entry.

“Time to join your mommy,” she announced.
Snatching the bird in her right hand, she tightened her fist around
its entire body then flipped her middle finger into its little head
mercilessly battering the parakeet’s face.

Sunshine struggled as Belinda squeezed. Its
feet clawing. Beak pecking. Body squirming. Squawking pitifully as
if being ripped apart and ravenously eaten alive by a sharp-shinned
hawk.

“Die you little fucking piece of bird shit,”
she ranted, resorting to pounding the bird into the wall. She
hammered so hard and so long, the parakeet’s head popped off,
rolling across the floor several feet.

She erupted in laughter, tossing the bird’s
body onto her mother and kicking the tiny skull in the same
direction.

The feathery bloody head landed in her
mother’s mouth.

Belinda roared with such laughter she
buckled in half and held her stomach. Tears pelted her cheeks. And
she literally peed her pants.

Once settling down, she stood tall. Brushed
the tears from her face with her thumbs. Noticed Sunshine’s blood
on her hands.

A rush of endorphins surged through her veins creating a
euphoric state; the same sensations sometimes experienced by
hunters, law enforcement, and those in the military after taking a
life. Belinda hadn’t felt this good ... this powerful ... this
alive in years. Maybe ever.

“The queen desires a road
trip to New Greensburgh,” Belinda declared. “A covert peek at my
son. I’m sure he’s as handsome as his pictures.” Having no
intention of disposing of Mommy
Dearest before embarking on her journey,
she traversed around the body, bounding up the stairs to shower and
change.
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ABOUT SIX HOURS LATER.

UTAH.

Belinda strolled the public sidewalk around
Glenford, New Greensburgh’s most highly regarded private school.
The merriment of children at play filled the air.

She perched on the edge of
a bus bench across from the schoolyard. Perusing the Facebook
pictures from her smart phone, she
enlarged one in particular. A favorite. The child
was happy, lovingly embracing a Jack Russell
terrier mix. “Emmie,” she growled, knowing Jewels treasured the
mutt.

During her last six months
of freedom from the clinic, Belinda spent hours
researching and planning. She knew exactly what she wanted and
precisely how to acquire it. Learning about Jewels’ son and the
precious canine was but a drop in the barrel of knowledge Belinda
had accumulated ... thanks to technology.

Tucking the phone into her
purple sweater jacket, she scanned the playground. A lad with thick
blondish brown hair kicking a soccer ball with a group of boys drew
her attention. He was a few inches taller with broader shoulders
than the other boys. Though at play, she noted he carried himself
with an air of confidence. A natural born leader with the charisma
to cause others to follow him. “Clark,” she whispered, her mind
floating to the future ... when he would become her son.
Call her mother.

The bluster of an early spring swirled
strands of Belinda’s long blonde hair across her face. She inhaled
the fresh air, its crispness sending a pleasant zinging sensation
through her entire sinus cavity. She rose. Meandered across the
quiet residential street to the playground. Wrapped her fingers
around the decorative black wrought iron fence and leaned her
cheeks between the bars.

She wished the ball would stray her
direction Clark would retrieve it. Afford her the opportunity to
see him up close. In person. Maybe even talk to her soon-to-be son,
whom she would rename Parker.

“Oh,” she shrieked, recoiling, taken aback
by the slap of a ball hitting the fence at chin level. An instant
later, her dream came true. Clark materialized right in front of
her.

“Sorry, Ma’am,” the boy apologized with a
full watt smile, jogging over to retrieve the ball.

“Wait. Young man....”

Clark froze. His big blue eyes wide. He
pitched his head toward the ball cradled under his arm. “You’re
okay, right? The fence blocked it from hitting you.”

Belinda beamed. Grabbed her chest with both
hands. “Yes. Oh, yes, Clark. You made my day.”

Brows furrowed, Clark launched a wary look.
“How do you know my name?”

“I know your mom, Jewels. We go way back,”
she cheerily explained.

Three short blasts of a whistle filled the
air. The matronly monitor sounded an alert, stretching her neck in
scrutiny of Belinda at the fence. “Clark,” she called with
concern.

Glancing over his shoulder, he waved. “I’m
right here, Miz Rhodes.” Turning to Belinda, “I have to go.” Clark
sprinted back to his friends.

Miz Rhodes shot Belinda the evil eye.

Belinda faked a smile on her rigid face.
“That’s my son, Parker, you stupid cunt.” Focusing on the group of
boys running about, her features softened. “You will be mine,
Parker Belaine Bradshaw. All mine,” she dreamily sighed, thinking
of her plan to kidnap him, torture his mother, and kill his
father.

A loud drawn-out bell buzzed.

The children scurried to the building,
including Clark. Before entering he paused. Glimpsed toward the
fence.

“Bye-bye, Clark,” she hollered,
enthusiastically waving.

Hesitantly, he returned the gesture before
disappearing into the building.

Miz Rhodes lingered and shot an icy stare at
Belinda before following behind the last child.

Like a giddy school girl Belinda skipped
across the street to her Mustang. Opened the driver side door and
gazed at the school. “Mommy’s coming to take you away, my son. Very
soon,” she promised under her breath. Sliding behind the wheel of
her aging sports car, she started the engine.

The rhinestone tiara lying
on the passenger seat caught her attention. A devious grin
blossomed. “The queen is coming.” Belinda pitched her head back
with a cackle. She pulled onto the road. One hand on the steering
wheel, the other resting high on her left thigh. “Oh yes, the queen
of the sweetest of all bitches is
coming,” she declared, gliding her fingertips
over the flesh inscription she could feel through her
pants.
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TODAY.

FRIDAY, MAY 29TH.

1:58 P.M.

Engine roaring, the Viper’s tires squealed
as Marshall blew into the hospital parking lot. He slid the sports
car to a violent halt against the red curb in front of the
well-marked EMERGENCY ROOM ENTRANCE sign.

“I’ll park,” Warren assured.

Shifting into neutral and setting the
parking brake, Marshall left the car idling and vaulted out of the
barely open vehicle door. He sprinted into the ER, its automatic
sliding doors seemingly parting only at the last moment. Slapping
his hands flat on the white laminate counter in front of the
receptionist, he inquired, “I’m Marshall Watters. My wife, Julia
Watters, was in a car accident—”

“Yes, Sir. Please have a seat.” The slender
gray-haired woman tipped her head toward the waiting area. “I’ll
have a doctor talk with you as soon as possible,” she promised,
springing from her chair and vanishing around a corner.

“Thank you,” Marshall
responded to the empty desk, his mind a jumbled mess. Leaning
against the counter, he eyed the small
room.

A chubby redheaded middle-aged woman
hunkered down in the far corner was its only occupant. He thought
it peculiar an ER would be nearly vacant ... any time.

The woman and her purse
claimed two of the dozen chairs lining the walls. Face buried in a
shabby looking copy of a Better Homes
& Gardens magazine, she didn’t bother
to glimpse up as he strolled in.

Out of ingrained habit,
Marshall noted his surroundings. Several
flat screen TVs, mounted near the ceiling, tuned to news channels.
Sound soft muted. Tattered magazines, probably months old,
haphazardly littered simple metal tables interspersed between the
chairs. A drinking fountain was mounted on the gray-green wall next
to the bathroom door labeled UNISEX. The place reeked of a
hospital; a distinct combination of sanitizers, medicines, and
unpleasant human odors.

Rather than taking a seat, Marshall paced.
Back and forth in front of a massive aquarium spanning most of an
entire wall. Colorful fish lazily swam about. The gentle bubbling
and soothing hum of the tank’s filtration system created subtle
background noise intended to promote a tranquil atmosphere.
Regardless, Marshall remained keyed up. Mentally replayed NGPD
Officer Jack Hood’s call for the millionth time.

“There’s been a head-on auto collision on
Canyon Road. Your wife is unconscious and is being taken to the New
Greensburgh City Hospital....”

Not letting the policeman finish, Marshall
dropped his desk phone. Bolted from his office into the hall.
Yelled to Warren and Gunnar that Jewels had been in a car accident
as he sprinted out the front doors of Wattershaw. In such a hurry
Marshall forgot his Stetson. An unfathomable oversight.

Warren offered to drive,
but Marshall was already behind the wheel of Red Hot and backing out of the
parking space when Warren hailed a ride. He didn’t even have the
passenger door shut before Marshall was burning rubber out of the
lot. Warren relayed Gunnar’s message he would be following in
minutes.

The usual hour commute had been reduced to
forty-three minutes. Questions relentlessly assaulted Marshall’s
mind during the tension-filled silent drive. A mine field of
explosive answers surfaced. Jewels’ unconscious state carried a
plethora of ramifications. Deadly and otherwise.

Warren jogged into the ER and handed
Marshall the Viper keys. “Any news yet?”

Disgusted, Marshall breathed out heavily and
shook his head. “Just told me to have a seat.” He stuffed the keys
into the front pocket of his skintight black Wranglers.

“Then let’s sit.”

Queasy, gut in a snarl, feeling like he had
been rigged with a ticking time bomb set to explode any second,
reluctantly Marshall sat. He rested his elbows on his knees and
wrung his hands. Stared three feet in front of him at the floor,
blankly focusing on an odd red scuff mark cut across the blue and
gray variegated blocks of tile. His mind churned with endless
possibilities. All of them terrifying.

“Mister Walters,” a man softly called
out.

Seated less than ninety seconds, Marshall
and Warren jerked their heads up. Looked across the room in the
direction of the faint summons.

A pimple-faced male stood wedged in the
doorway of the partially opened solid slab door leading to the
treatment rooms. He wore dark green scrubs under a white lab coat
and held a clipboard close to his chest. His light brown hair was
cropped short. Round wire-rimmed glasses appeared suction cupped
against his eye sockets. “Mister Walters,” he called again,
visually scanning the nearly empty waiting room.

The woman in the corner didn’t budge.

His attention rested on Marshall and Warren.
“Those here for Julie Walters,” he beckoned louder.

The men shot to their feet. Marched over.
Stood shoulder to shoulder, creating an imposing barricade of solid
meat in front of the skinny man.

Marshall noted his name
tag: NATHAN LUCAS, M.D. MD?
He prayed to god the guy was a Doogie Howser
wizard because he sure as hell didn’t look old enough to buy a
beer, let alone be a bona fide physician.

The doctor’s focus skipped back and forth
between them. “Mister Walters?”

Face constricted, dark
eyes narrow, hands lightly balled into fists at his side, “I’m
Marshall Watters.” His brick-like body was leaned forward slightly, as if
ready to engage in hand-to-hand combat. “What can you tell me about
my wife and when can I see her?”

Warren stood practically a duplicate of
Marshall’s intense posture and expression.

The physician briefly, yet blatantly,
appraised Warren from head to toe. “And you are, Sir?”

“My brother,” Marshall gruffly
responded.

The doctor’s brows bounced
in reaction to the brother
comment, probably because of the lack of physical
resemblance.

“Warren Bradshaw,” he stated, relaxing his
heavily knitted forehead for a moment.

“Gentlemen, I’m Doctor
Lucas,” he introduced, shaking hands with
Marshall then Warren. “Please come with me.” The thin geeky man turned. Motioned with the black clipboard
for them to follow.

“What can you tell me?” Marshall impatiently
inquired as they briskly walked around the corner and down a short
hall to a room segregated from the rest of the ER

Ushering them inside, the doctor shut the
door.

Dread chilled Marshall’s blood the moment he
entered.

The windowless space was about the size of the average living
room. Pictures of pastel-colored flowers surrounded in warm wooden
frames tastefully dotted the pale pink walls. Boxes of Kleenex
lined the coffee table in front of an overstuffed light yellow and
red plaid sofa. No TV. A crowd of white
cardboard brochure holders loaded with fliers advertising grief
counseling, funeral services, and life
hereafter religious pamphlets were
conspicuously stationed around the room. The purpose of the sedate
room gravely clear.

Marshall stood as if rigor mortis had set
in. He held his breath. Every muscle in his well-defined body
contracted. His heart thumped with the speed and ferocity of a
submachine gun. Alarm clawed the back of his dry throat. The fierce
knot already in his gut tightened to a near suffocating level.

Gazing at Marshall, Doctor Lucas extended
his hand, gesturing toward the couch. “Please take a seat.”

Neither Marshall nor Warren moved.

“I’m sorry,” Doctor Lucas solemnly stated.
“There was nothing we could do. She’s gone.”
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YESTERDAY.

“The queen has returned,” Belinda announced,
stepping into the wide doorway of the dilapidated barn.

The gray-faced Saint Bernard jerked his head
in her direction. Ears momentarily perked, as if relieved to see
her. Relentlessly he panted. Occasionally yowled at the jagged
edges of the steel jaw brutally consuming his front paw.

Sauntering into the cavernous structure, her
mind wandered. She imagined the decrepit building in its prime. The
aroma of freshly baled hay stacked to the ceiling. Goats and a milk
cow corralled in the perimeter stalls. Chickens running freely,
clucking up a storm. Two red tractors with giant black rear wheels
and deeply carved tread, parked side by side in the vacant space
now occupied by her test subject....

She strolled the distance, scuffing up
ancient dust which resettled on top of her shiny rubber boots. She
halted within a couple feet of the weakened animal.

Midday sunlight streamed between the cracked
boards and missing roof planks. The stench of blood, urine, and
musty soil permeated the air. As did the sound of the canine’s
heavy gasping breaths of distress.

The dog’s watering big brown eyes focused on
her. He thumped his bushy tail. With his crimson tongue draped over
the side of his slobbery sagging lip, he appeared to be
smiling.

Beaming, she stepped closer. Pointed.
“That’s the popular Alaska number nine coil spring wolf trap,” she
bragged, as if the pooch understood. “I did my research. They’re
expensive, but only the best for my game.”

The eighteen-inch chain anchoring the trap
to the wooden floor planks rattled with each of the animal’s
useless attempts to backpedal out of it.

Amused, she watched.
Imagined her king groveling at her feet. Begging for relief.

Over and over the big dog lurched backward.
Forward. Side to side. Each time the iron mandibles sawing deeper
into his flesh, strengthening the device’s inescapable grip.

Her glossy lips spouted a silly grin.
Satisfaction tickled her tummy. She further scrutinized the
scene.

Blood spewed from the ragged wound,
splattering the surrounding dust-covered floor as well as the white
and brown hair on the animal’s legs. Frothy drool, pink from
gnawing on the metal clamp, dripped from his mouth. Soaked his
chest. More than once the dog fell over from exhaustion. Yet, after
a few moments of deep wheezing from being winded, he struggled to
his feet. Repeated the pointless efforts.

She brushed her long
blonde hair over her shoulders with her fingertips. Mindlessly
tapped the side of the sparkling rhinestone tiara adorning her
head. Consulted her knockoff Rolex wristwatch. Mentally calculated
six hours passed since she adopted
the one-hundred-eighty-three pound critter named
Mack from the local shelter. The animal control officers were eager
to rid themselves of the senior beast. Didn’t charge an adoption
fee for taking him off their hands. Even included a leash and
fifty-pound bag of Ol’ Roy kibbles free of charge.

Unfortunately for Mack, five hours and
seventeen minutes of those six hours had been spent detained in a
savage hunting trap.

The behemoth canine was
Belinda’s guinea pig for her experiment. She estimated the weight
of the giant breed dog approximately the same as the
king she intended to
bait and capture.

If one trap could maintain its grip on Mack,
she figured multiple traps, ideally one clamped onto each limb,
would secure her he-man, regardless of his strength or tactical
training.

Hands on her hips, Belinda stared down at
her subject. “You’ve served your purpose,” she judged without
emotion. Digging into the back pocket of her stretchy blue jeans,
she pulled out a pair of hunter orange foam ear plugs. Jammed them
deep into her ear canals. Drew the loaded Glock 21 stuffed into her
waistband above her right hip.

Elongating her neck, nose in the air, she
gazed at the rickety empty loft in front of her. “Queen Belinda
shall proceed with the execution,” she declared, as if addressing
adoring minions. Targeting the animal’s massive skull, she turned
her head. Slapped her index finger against the hair trigger.

The gun roared a deafening bang.

The dog collapsed onto its side, expelling a
pitiful high-pitched yelp.

Her aim was off. She meant for the .45
hollow point bullet to penetrate the beast’s cranium.

Writhing in anguish, Mack labored to
breathe. Gurgling blood, his body convulsed. Legs twitched.

The animal’s horrid groans filtered through
her ear plugs, yet didn’t faze her. Shuffling a little closer, she
kicked the dog’s ribs.

He whimpered.

“You stupid mutt,” Belinda snorted. Bending
in half, she leveled the muzzle of the pistol to within a few
inches of the dog’s floppy right ear. Gripping the gun with two
hands and taking on the classic isosceles stance—legs shoulder
width apart, arms extended straight out—she pinched her eyes shut
and yanked the trigger.

This time her aim was on target. At that
distance, how could it not be?

As the shot rang out, miniscule globs of the
canine’s bloody flesh and hair splattered the gun barrel, her
hands, forearms, front of her shirt, even her face.

Mack lay motionless. Silent.

“Owwwwh. Ick,” she fretted, crinkling her
nose at the crimson clumps sprayed all over her. Tilting her head
to the side, she wiped the blobs from her chin onto the shoulder of
her purple T-shirt.

“Ah, shit.” Glaring down at the blurry
smudges, “Well fuck me. This is gonna stain and it’s one of my
favorite shirts.” She kicked the dog in the head. Its blood and
slobber smeared the round tip of her dusty strawberry and lavender
striped pull-on boot.

The animal didn’t flinch.

Though pissed about the mess from the
carnage fragments ruining her shirt, she smiled in triumph at the
corpse. Maintaining a firm grip on the gun with her right hand, she
stroked the side of the tiara with her left. She allowed her focus
to fade into a hollow stare, reflecting upon her past.

It had been over seven
years since she packed up and left New Greensburgh. Nearly six of
those spent like a P.O.W. Captured. Imprisoned. Tortured. “All
because of my rich boss and her man
friends,” she said, recalling a few of her
mother’s last words. Which were true. Mostly. Still,
Mommy Dearest had to
shouldered the blame for admitting her into the psych hospital in
the first place. After that, remaining confined was
one-hundred-percent Jewels’ fault.

In retrospect, the time
spent in anguish had forged Belinda into a new woman. Smarter.
Mentally stronger. More determined. And a helluva lot more
tough-skinned. Gone were the boo-hoo days. Replaced by detailed
plans of returning to New Greensburgh as a queen. Claiming what was
rightfully hers. And unloading a shitstorm of grief on Jewels and
her man friends.

One day while surfing the net, Belinda
stumbled upon a saying. It had riveted her soul, so she decided to
make the words her motto. “If payback is a bitch, and revenge is
sweet, I’m the sweetest bitch you’ll ever know,” she recited,
caressing the tiara. “I’m queen of the sweetest of all
bitches.”

Belinda dreamed her New Greensburgh
homecoming would unleash the accumulation of countless days of
suffering fostered by grief. Anger. And hate. Years of misery
molded and concocted by a lethal combination of shrewdness while
endlessly fueled by the desire—the need—for vengeance.

Preparations were coming together precisely
as envisioned. Her trap test a success. The herculean beast proved
her readiness to capture targeted prey. Now she only lacked the all
important bait. Twisting her chubby features into an ugly mask of
disdain, she skimmed her left hand across the scar engraved at the
top of her left thigh. “Jeeeewels.”

Plucking out the foam earplugs and tossing
them on the barn floor, her countenance softened. Brightened. “If
payback is a bitch, and revenge is sweet, I’m the sweetest bitch
you’ll ever know, Julia Watters.” Belinda bellowed a raspy laugh.
Stuffed the cooled gun back into her waistband, turned, and skipped
out of the barn. Her blood splattered boots attracting yet another
layer of dust stirred up from her lively strides.

“I’m the queen of the sweetest of all
bitches,” she sang. “Yes sirree, that’s me. Queen of the sweetest
of all bitches.”
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HORROR ANNIHILATED
MARSHALL’S FACE. He bellowed a deep grunt,
buckled at the waist, and clutched his stomach. His entire body
trembled. Eyes watered up. Slowly raising his head, lips and voice
quivering, hardly able to breathe, “Wh-what about my
son?”

The doctor smashed up his features.
Negatively shook his head. “I-I—”

“Noooooo,” Marshall howled, bursting into
tears, collapsing as if shot by a sniper.

Warren caught him. Held him up and steered
him to the room’s plaid sofa, both wilting onto it.

Desolation swallowed
Warren’s rugged exterior. Tears rambled
down his pock-marked face. His body tremored without
control.

“Noooooo! Noooooo,”
Marshall wailed over and over, clinging to
his best friend as blackness consumed his soul. He
embraced Warren with all his might. Sobbed
unabashedly.

“Dear god in heaven, this
can’t be true,” Warren woefully muttered. “It just
can’t.”

Befuddlement scoured the doctor’s acned
triangular face. Scratching his head, “You know, I don’t believe
there was a passenger in the vehicle.”

“How am I going to live
without her?” Marshall lamented. “If
someone had to
die today, why couldn’t it have been me? Not my wife. Not my son.
Both of them gone, just like that,” Marshall blubbered. “What am I
going to do? What am I going to do?”

After a few seconds the doctor inched
closer. “She didn’t experience much, if any, pain,” he softly noted
in obvious hope of providing a modicum of comfort. “As far as we
can tell, she suffered a massive heart attack and had passed away
before driving head on into that SUV. And if she wasn’t gone then,
well, the front end of her little compact practically disintegrated
upon impact.”

Marshall jerked his head up. Sniffled.
“What?”

The doctor extended a box of Kleenex in his
direction.

Warren accepted it. Pulled out a few white
tissues for Marshall as well as for himself.

Sopping the tears from his
cheeks and thick moustache, Marshall rose. Blinked. Rubbed his
forehead. The doctor’s explanation didn’t compute. A glimmer of
hope nudged his grief-stricken heart. “Wait a minute. Go back, Doc.
What is this about a compact
car? And a massive heart attack?”

Warren stood and swiped away the tears
continuing to roll down his face. Stepping closer to the doctor, he
straightened his body. “Julia doesn’t own a compact car. And she’s
in peak physical condition. There’s no way she had a heart
attack.”

Swallowing dryly, Doctor
Lucas’ face flushed. He backed toward the door. “Uh, we won’t know
the exact cause
of death until the autopsy results. Heart
attack is just an educated
guess—”

“A fuckin’ SWAG?” Warren growled with
contempt.

Swallowing hard, Nathan Lucus pushed his
glasses to the top of his nose, causing his brow ridges to puff
over the rim of his eyeglass frames. “Uh....”

“Scientific wild ass guess,” Marshall
spelled out.

“Oh, well ... uh,” the doctor nervously
chuckled. “I was told the car was small, so I assumed—”

“You assumed
what?” Warren quizzed,
his intimidating hitman persona revived.

His focus skittering between Marshall and
Warren, Doctor Lucas continued. “Uh, apparently the sedan, or-or
whatever kind of car your wife was driving, plowed headlong into
one of those big four-wheel-drive vehicles the military uses, but
civilians sometimes own.”

Warren’s dark brows
compressed into a deep V. Edging closer to the doctor, “Just one damn minute. Who did you say was
killed?”

Flattening his back against the closed door,
“Uh, Julie Walters,” Dr. Lucas answered, examining the papers in
his hand. “Female. Height, five two. Weight about
one-hundred-ninety pounds. Age, fifty-eight—”

“That’s
not Jewels. The woman
you’re describing isn’t
my wife,” Marshall proclaimed with relief,
streaming tears of joy.

“Tell us about the woman
driving the military-style vehicle,” Warren probed, a trace of
celebration in his tone. “A dynamite blonde? Early forties?
Julia Watters.”

The physician gasped. Smashed the clipboard
over his chest. “Oh, dear. Please, please forgive me. There is
obviously a mix up. I thought—”

“I don’t know whether I should kiss you or
knock you on your ass,” Marshall interrupted with an apprehensive
chuckle.

Eyes rolling toward the heavens, “God,
please let it be so,” Warren whispered, sprouting a vague
smile.

“What are the chances a Julie Walters and
Julia Watters would be involved in the same accident?” the doctor
murmured, shaking his head in disbelief.

“If you knew Jewels and her uncanny ability
to wind up in the damnedest situations, the improbability of this
mess would make perfect sense,” Warren stated with a reserved
laugh.

Firmly grasping the
doctor’s shoulders, Marshall drilled his eyes into him. “Take me
to Julia Watters.
Right now.”
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A WEEK EARLIER.

CALIFORNIA.

Her big brown eyes, washed
red from intense crying, blinked in terror at her surrounding
captors. Skeletons. Three men, dressed identically.

Black ski masks imprinted with a life-size,
evil-looking white skull covered their entire faces, except for a
narrow opening for their eyes. Black gloves silkscreened with bones
on top. Long sleeved solid black T-shirts and dark blue jeans. One
wore black tennis shoes with the distinctive Nike swoosh on the
side in neon blue. The other two, dull dark brown harness boots
badly in need of polish.

“Please, don’t hurt me. I’ve cooperated.
Opened the safe and emptied it.” Pausing, she nodded at the nearly
bursting at the seams Under Armour backpack sitting on the floor
about four feet in front of her. “You have several bundles of cash
worth well over ten thousand dollars, all of my diamond jewelry
including my wedding ring, and my husband’s two handguns. That’s
all we have. You’ve disabled the security system and all the
cameras. I haven’t seen your faces and can’t identify you. So,
please, just leave. Just leave,” she proposed, closing her eyes and
sagging her head toward her chest.

On the edge of the wine-colored leather sofa
in the family room of her multi-million dollar ocean view home, at
gunpoint the pretty thirty-something brunette sat with rounded
shoulders. Her hands were bound behind her back with inch-wide
fiberglass tape wound multiple times around her wrists. Though her
legs weren’t tied, she kept her knees drawn together. The hem of
her short skirt hovered at the top of her slender tan thighs. Her
bare feet, sporting frosty bronze toenail polish, planted on the
hardwood floor.

The skeleton standing directly in front
of her was of medium height and build. He wielded a stainless steel
hunting knife with a serrated edge. Leaning over, he caressed her
right cheek with the side of the blade.

“Please, please just leave. Leave now.”

Returning the knife to the black Kydex
sheath on his side, “Not quite yet,” he laughed, slapping his open
hand against her slight shoulder hard enough to knock her onto her
left side.

She shrieked. Her pretty features distorted
in misery as the side of her head hit the leather cushion and
bounced. Her shoulder length hair scattered across her face like a
tattered doily.

He grabbed her legs, hefting them up onto
the couch.

“Stop. Please.” She lurched her body upward
to return to a seated position.

The extra tall and
skinny skeleton standing to her right and closest to her feet, clamped his
hands around her ankles. Jerked them toward him, defeating her
attempt to sit upright.

Again her shoulder and head slammed onto the
sofa cushion. She let out a shrill cry. Kicked and zigzagged her
torso about, battling for freedom.

Blurting a raunchy laugh,
“We got us a fighter,” the lanky skeleton announced, wrestling for
control of her legs.

“Please, just leave!”

The knife-wielding
skeleton stepped back
and bent over, rummaging in one of the side pockets of the black
pack earlier loaded with the contents from her safe. An instant
later returned to face her. Waved the roll of fiberglass reinforced
tape used to restrain her arms and tilted his head toward her feet.
“Legs next.”

“No! Don’t! Please don’t!” Panicked, she
launched another twisting, kicking fit.

Despite her fight, the men easily prevailed.
Applied the durable adhesive strands around and around her legs
from her ankles up to the middle of her calves.

Squirming, “No, please,” she implored. “Just
leave. Pleeeeease, just leave.”

The beer-bellied
skeleton standing to her
left and holding the gun, holstered it on his side. He crawled onto
the couch and knelt near her head. Pressing his palms against her
shoulders, he forced her onto her back, positioning her skull
between his thighs.

“What are you doing?” Alarm accentuated her
words and further distorted her pretty features.

With his gloved
fingertips, the barrel-gutted skeleton brushed away the curled
locks haphazardly strewn about her face.

“My name is Debbie Jo Saxon. I’m a wife and
mother. Please stop. Please.” She squeezed her eyes shut, shook her
head, and contorted her body. Expelling a myriad of grunts she
persisted with her pleas for them to leave.

Placing his index fingers on her lower
eyelids, thumbs on her upper eyelids, he pried them wide open while
squeezing her cranium between his legs to steady her head. He eyed
his partner who finished binding her legs and was standing to the
side of her chest. “We’re ready,” he proclaimed with a sinister
laugh.

“No! Stop! Whatever
you’re doing, don’t. Pleeeease don’t.” Frantically She
frantically wiggled about.

The beanpole
skeleton controlling her
legs during their binding, continued to hold them down, tempering
her fight. “Well, Debbie Jo Saxon, we’re about to make you
exspecially famous.
You’ve heard of the S and P Killers, haven’t you?”

Her eyes darted back and forth. She snorted
short, hard, fast breaths. “Oh, god, no. No!”

“Oh yeah. She’s heard of us, all right,” he
crowed.

The skeleton standing at her side
deposited the roll of tape onto her tremoring stomach. “First the
salt.” Pulling out two single serving salt packets from his pants
pocket, he flicked his middle finger against the bottoms a few
times before tearing off the tops.

“Please don’t kill me.
Please,” she shrieked, waging another war against her captors. “I
have a son. His name is Kanon. He’s ten and has health issues.
Kanon needs his mother. He needs me
... my-my name is Debbie Jo.”

“Debbie Jo, we didn’t just
fall off a turnip truck ya know,” the
string bean skeleton said. “We know what you’re doing sayin’ your name out loud
and tellin’ us about your kid. You’re tryin’ to get us to see you
as a human bean—”

“Being,” the husky
skeleton corrected, his
voice thick with disgust.

“Rather than a project—”

“Object.”

“Whatever.” Wrestling her legs, Beanpole
continued his analysis, “Exspecially since you know we are gonna
kill ya.”

“For the millionth time, there’s no X in
especially,” the big man fumed at his partner.

“My name is Debbie Jo. Kanon is my little
boy.”

Undaunted by her tactics,
an open salt packet in each hand, the condiment skeleton positioned them about three
inches above her eyes.

“Nooooooo! Pleeeeease!”

Without hesitation, he dumped one into each
of her eyes.

Screaming bloody murder, tears flooding her
face, Debbie Jo insanely flopped about.

The chunky
skeleton intensified his
viselike grip, keeping her eyes peeled open and steadying her
head.

“Give her another dose,” the thin man
grappling with her legs hollered.

“Be my pleasure,” the administrator of the
salt replied with a raspy chuckle, digging two more packets out of
his pocket. Tearing open the tops, he doused her again.

“Tape,” the burly guy holding her head
ordered.

Salt man obliged. Scooped
up the tape from her quivering torso.
Unraveled about a foot’s length from the roll to start.

“Nooooooo! Pleeeeeease, nooooooo!”

He pressed the heavy-duty fiberglass strips
over her forced open eyes. Enveloped the top of her
perfectly-shaped eyebrows to the bridge of her gumdrop-like nose,
wrapping her head multiple times like a mummy.

Debbie Jo lurched her head back and forth.
Begged them to stop.

Still thwarting any negligible movement of
her skull, “Pepper,” the head holder commanded.

She contested the unyielding tape as well as
the physical restraint of her assailants. Her voice
window-shattering shrill, she screeched, “Noooooo! Please, don’t!
Noooooo!”

Nodding at her wide open
mouth, “Holy mackerel. It don’t get better than that,” the
skeleton contending with
her combative legs bellowed.

Slipping the roll of tape on his wrist like
a bracelet, the condiment keeper burrowed his fingers into another
pocket. Extracted three single-serving packets of black pepper.
Opened them all at once and unloaded them into her screaming
mouth.

Debbie Jo coughed. Violently. Her entire
body convulsed. She hacked so forcefully snotty pepper blew out her
nostrils and she spewed pepper-laden saliva.

“Tape,” once again the man governing the
movement of her head directed.

“More pepper first,” the wiry guy at her
feet advised.

Salt and pepper man nodded in agreement. He
opened three more packets and emptied them into her mouth. Sealing
her mouth, he encircled the tape around and around her entire head,
engulfing from the bottom of her nostrils to the tip of her chin.
Akin to more mummy wrapping.

With their victim securely taped, the men
released their physical holds. Leaping away from the couch, they
stood and watched the torture unfold.

Debbie Jo jerked her
shoulders, legs, and head, emitting weird gurgling noises. Fighting
with such vigor, she rolled off the couch. Landed with a
muted thud on the
wooden floor.

Amused, the
skeletons stepped clear
of her thrashing body. Observed the treachery. Basked in the
brutality.

Her long auburn hair was a mess, tangled
around her head and intertwined within the layers of tape covering
her eyes and mouth. The areas of Debbie Jo’s face not enveloped in
adhesive strips were bluish-red and bloated. The veins in her neck
exaggerated and distinct, like strands of vine licorice. Her
fingers and toes squeezed so tightly white knuckles glared. Blood
seeped out of her bunched fists from her sharp acrylic fingernails
digging into the flesh of her palms.

The short green and white striped skirt
twisted up around her waist, exposing her firm, bare bottom
blasting a variety of squeaky farts.

“Oh, my god! She ain’t wearin’ panties,” the
rawboned masked man hee-hawed. He pointed and waved his hand about
at the secretion streaming from between her legs. “And she pissed
herself, too.”

In a macabre almost Morse code pattern, a
peculiar combination of dots and thin lines of blood trailed on the
light wood in the wake of her floundering. Seconds later she
crashed into a fancy glass and granite end table.

The porcelain Lladro
figurines displayed on top fell over. Shattered. Spraying Debbie Jo
with shards. But she wasn’t fazed. Just continued to writhe. Wallow
in her own urine. Discharge ghastly noises and bloody snot. A blend
of black flecks interspersed within the
brilliant red liquid of life splattered
the front of her white sleeveless mock turtleneck and the
surrounding light-colored flooring.

After about ninety seconds of frenzied
struggling, Debbie Jo ceased moving. All of a sudden her body
convulsed. She sucked in air through her nose. Instantly expelling
it, shooting blood from her flaring nostrils. Then silence.

The men stood frozen. Gaping. Listening.

Nothing.

The big-bellied man peeled off the skintight
mask. His thick black hair spiked up with static electricity. He
stuffed the mask into his back pants pocket. Shuffled to the
motionless woman and squatted. Skinning the glove off his right
hand, he placed two bare fingers on the side of her neck, seeking a
pulse.

No one moved or spoke.

Grunting, he hefted
himself into a standing position. Slipped the glove back on and
hiked up his sagging pants around his beer
belly. “She’s dead.” Scowling, Vince shook his head. “An unhealthy
little boy is going to grow up without a mother because some rich
dude wanted her property,” he softly noted
with a hint of regret.

The other two
skeletons exchanged
glances. Remained silent.

Inhaling deeply, Vince
eyed his accomplices. “This is it,” he stated, drawing out a heavy
sigh. “Just as we agreed. No more special real estate projects.
The S and P Killers have officially
retired. Do I have your word?”

The men still wearing their masks bobbed
their heads, maintaining voicelessness.

“Let’s pack up and get out of here. No
evidence can be left behind,” Vince lectured as if his partners,
Garrett and skinny Rambo, didn’t already know.
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AS THE CLEANUP
BEGAN, Vince’s mind wandered back to
simpler times, when he was merely a thief. Wondered how in the hell
he crossed the line to become a murderer. A serial killer, no less.
But inside he knew. The transition was no mystery.

The S and P Killers—Vince Moss, Garrett
Livingston, and Randy Rambo
Spiegel—met two years ago during the construction
of a towering condominium project in California. Each hired as
temporary general labor by Newton Development, a company with a
reputation for hiring ex-cons, treating them fairly, and paying
well.

Plus it was a well known
fact, at least among the former inmates, the foremen kept the
company owner abreast of the work ethics of his hired help.
Providing a foreman put in a good
word, if an ex-con possessed the skills
the big boss needed, he was rewarded with opportunities to
perform special
projects. For which, if completed
satisfactorily, he was handsomely rewarded. However, if he fucked
up or opened his mouth, employment was terminated. Permanently. As in never-to-be seen again
alive.

Like water finds its own
level, the three men were naturally drawn
to one another. First by the experience of their stints in prison,
then their passion for beer drinking, and finally
for their general resentment of beautiful
wealthy women.

Night in and night out,
after each gruelling day of physical labor the men guzzled beer
while loafing in Vince’s dilapidated travel trailer. They swapped
prison war stories. Bragged about crimes they committed yet got off
scot-free. And revealed their tattoos.

Before long, with alcohol
stoking their animosities and loosening their tongues, Rambo
vocalized the possibility of following
home one of the women who drove by every day in a big fancy car.
Capturing her. Robbing her of prized worldly possessions. Maiming her perfect body. Maybe killing
her.

Garrett embraced the notion. Claimed he was
a wizard at disabling sophisticated home security systems.

Vince remembered buying into the pipe dream
as well. Admitted he previously worked for a natural gas company
and could repair, or wreck, anything powered by natural gas. He
suggested his knowledge might assist in developing a ruse to gain
access into a woman’s home.

As the daydream escalated
and became more elaborate, Vince imagined torturing their victim by
pouring table salt into her eyes. Said his father did it to him as
a teen for stealing one of his Penthouse magazines.

As punishment, Vince’s father forced him to
sit on a kitchen chair. Tied his hands down to the seat and ankles
to the front chair legs with dish towels. Spread the magazine open
across his lap. Instructed him to gaze at the nude centerfold.
Without warning, his father grabbed a handful of hair, yanking
Vince’s head back, and dumping an entire shaker’s worth of table
salt into his eyes.

Vince remembered wailing in excruciating
pain and pitching his body about, tipping the chair over. He
smashed the side of his head into one of the old metal base
cabinets as he struggled, lying on the floor while remaining
restrained in the chair. His eyeballs, clear to the back of his
head, hurt like a sandstorm was raging inside.

Relentlessly he sobbed. Tears flowing the
full two hours he remained bound in the chair. When his father
finally released him, Vince rinsed his eyes in the kitchen sink
with cool water nonstop for twenty minutes. His eyelids turned red
and swelled huge, practically twisting inside out, looking like he
had been exposed to a nuclear reactor leak. It took several hours
before his vision fully returned.

“Never looked at the old
man’s Penthouse again ... or any Penthouse
since,” he admitted.

After hearing Vince’s story, Garrett was
inspired to add the element of pepper sprinkled in their victim’s
mouth to make her cough, choke, and spit up all over herself.

And employing heavy-duty tape to bind the
woman’s arms and legs then plaster more across her eyes and mouth
was Rambo’s contribution, whose fascination—obsession—with the John
Rambo character garnered him the nickname.

Randy suggested binding the women with thick
strands made from braiding together bark, branches, and weeds ... a
variation of the improvised rope John Rambo created for use as a
snare in the movie. Of course in real world application, homemade
rope proved impractical.

As the weeks evolved into
months, their talk remained fantasy. Just sinister reverie. However
one day they were graced with a visit from the big boss who
had somehow learned of their imaginativeness. Praised it. Fostered it.
Masterminded it into fruition with the assistance of detailed,
fail-safe plans methodically orchestrated and backed by money.
Oodles of money.

The man was filthy rich.
Probably rivaled the net worth of a wealthy Arab oil baron. And his
money spoke loudly to the three ex-cons. Hence the men became Riley
Newton’s personal death squad, who the media dubbed the
S and P Killers for
their savage salt and pepper signature.

Newton emphasized his
purpose for hiring them to kill was simply a matter of
business. He explained
when one was murdered in her own home, especially exceedingly
brutally, survivors were quick to rid themselves of the
property.

Regardless of deep price reductions, buyers
were leery about purchasing a home in which a human had been
murdered. Concerns about hauntings, possession by evil spirits, and
simple bad luck squashed potential offers from even the most
interested parties. When the victim’s family was beyond desperate,
thinking no one would ever buy the infamous house, just in the nick
of time Newton Development would come to the rescue.

With much publicity and
fanfare, Riley would gallop in on his trusty white stallion
and save the
grieving family additional pain by purchasing the cursed property
... at an obscenely discounted rate. Of course the woman’s death
and Newton Development’s subsequent purchase of the property was
part of Riley’s master plan to tear down the house and rebuild a
condo tower aimed at catering to society’s super
affluent.

Money. It was
always about money. And
so far, an eyebrow of suspicion had yet to be raised. Riley Newton
was literally getting away with murder and laughing all the way to
the bank.
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TWO DAYS LATER.

UTAH.

“Without aggressive radiation and regular
infusions of a chemo cocktail, I would venture two months, maybe
four, max,” he solemnly reported. “If we could have caught it
sooner....”

“Thanks.” Riley
disconnected the call. He collapsed back into the leather
sectional. Blankly stared out the picture window of his lavish
penthouse and shook his head. For the umpteenth time recapped the
diagnosis he received yesterday. “Glioblastoma. Stage four cancer.
Vast amount of tendrils lacing the brain. Surgery not an
option.”

He had visited his long time friend and
physician, Kent Chilko, seeking relief from severe, prolonged
headaches cropping up off and on without warning for a couple of
months. Over the last week, the intensity and frequency had
escalated. He had also been experiencing erratic spurts of memory
loss. Figured the fierce pounding in his head, occasional blurry
vision, and bouts of loss of balance, were related to some form of
a migraine.

But he couldn’t have been more wrong.

Despite the care devoted to his health and
maintaining excellent physical condition all his life, Riley Newton
was going to be dead before the date of his sixtieth birthday in
late September ... from brain cancer. “How the hell do you guard
against that?” he muttered with a bitter snort.

Riley had no desire to
spend his last days undergoing what he considered a form of torture
with radiation and IV chemotherapy. Instead, he opted for a daily
dose of mega vitamins and drugs deemed a combination to provide
a fair quality of life, to make the most of the time he had left on planet Earth.
Despite his numerous successes, he still harbored a few goals yet
to be achieved.

“Bucket list,” he wryly
grinned, having never before given the concept much thought. It
simply wasn’t something he figured he needed to consider for another
twenty or thirty years.

“Kate. Sweet Kate.” For the past seven years
Riley was scheming the acquisition of her property and the
completion of her apron.

“She shall be at the top of my list.”
Rising, he briskly walked across the sprawling open living room to
the bookcases to retrieve his untraceable cell phone. “Whoa.”
Overcome by dizziness, Riley’s legs wobbled. He grabbed onto one of
the shelves to steady himself.

Less than ten seconds later, the spell of
wooziness disappeared. He relinquished his hold on the bookcase and
poked the screen of the cell phone a few times. Pressing it against
his ear, he meandered back toward the sectional.

After three rings, “M-mister Newton, uh,
hello,” he greeted, a combination of worry and respect in his
voice. “This is certainly unexpected. Is there a problem? We
completed the special—”

“No problems,” Riley interrupted. “And thus
far the project has been completed to my satisfaction.”

“Uh. Okay. So what can I do for you,
Sir?”

“Vince, I need you and your two partners to
come to Utah,” Riley firmly stated. Methodically pacing, his bare
feet padded against the ebony hardwood floor of his penthouse in
the ritzy Newton Summit condo project he developed and owned. “How
quickly can you relocate to New Greensburgh?”

“Tomorrow,” Vince surmised, warily adding, “Uh, if I may ask,
does it involve another special real
estate project?”

Riley stopped. His
gray-brown eyes narrowed then widened. He grazed his free hand the
length of the red and black Eat
Here apron covering his otherwise naked
body. Gazing out the massive picture window at the breathtaking
view of the snow-capped mountains, a smile of delicious delight
skipped across his freshly shaved face. “Don’t they
all?”

“Uh, well, Sir, we told
you when we finished the last job we would no longer perform
that speciality. We’re
retiring. It’s been a win-win for you and us, and we’ve been
thankful for your generous pay. But we’re through. We want to quit
while the cops still don’t have a clue—”

“Unless you want to become
one of those in my employ who miraculously vanishes without a
trace,” Riley cut in, his voice deepening to match his threat, “I
highly recommend the S and P Killers come
out of retirement to resume work
here in Utah. Immediately!”

“Uh, yes, Sir. As you wish,” Vince
reluctantly agreed. “I’ll talk to my crew.”

An ice pick stabbing pain suddenly jolted
Riley. He grabbed his temples, gritted his teeth, and let out a
long, deep growl.

“Sir? Mister Newton? Are you okay?”

As quickly as the
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