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This is the third edition of
Deadly
Trust, which is the
fourth novel in the Jewels Trust M.U.R.D.E.R. series, I first published in 2013. And, no it
doesn’t involve construction to which my picture may elude. As I’ve
mentioned in “notes” in previous books, I seek to entertain. Well,
perhaps upon closer inspection of the photo will keep you guessing.
And wondering. And maybe even make you laugh. (Yeah, I’m a bit on
the zany side, so I’ve been told.)

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

Secondly, as I’ve mentioned before, I’ve written
these novels to be read a specific order, starting with book one
(Mistaken
Trust), which is
critical for character evolution and advancing relationships in the
stories that follow.

In Deadly Trust—book four—Jewels’ defensive skills become greatly honed,
and there’s a huge transition in her character development, as well
as several of those closest to her. Plus Tank seeks to collect his
revenge. But that’s not all … wait until you meet Lance Dunnaway.
He gives a whole new meaning to “sick and twisted” furthermore, all
I can say is thank goodness my best friend (and editor) is a
retired English teacher to help me with the use of Lance’s “big
words.” (You’ll see what I mean once you start reading.)

Folks often ask me “how” I come up with the devious
personalities and gruesome acts of my antagonists. My answer is
always the same: “They come to me in the shower.” Seriously! Then
once I actually start writing the basic premise, I “become” each of
my characters, one at a time, to “get in their mind” and progress
the plot.

As I’ve mentioned in the previous books (and I’ll
reiterate it here) as a newcomer on the indie publishing scene, I
would like to take a moment to introduce myself ... more
accurately, what you can expect reading my tales.

My goal is to entertain, perhaps even educate. My
story-telling style is one in which I endeavor to achieve a sense
of “plausible realism.” My protagonists are human, thus make
mistakes, poor choices, and sometimes say and do dumb things with
disastrous consequences. (Haven’t we all been there, done that?)
Working for “plausible realism” not only with my characters, but
situations as well, I invest much time in research, including
interviews with law enforcement and defensive tactics experts.
Additionally, I often role play scenes with friends and props.

I strive to “thrust the reader into the
moment”—cause a gasp, wrinkle of the nose, or a heebie-jeebies
shiver—via graphic depictions, particularly during intense scenes
when the antagonist is perpetrating a heinous crime. Sometimes I
even delve into the psyche of the criminal’s mind with flashbacks
of what may have molded him into the vicious murderer he has
become. Therefore, like many books on the market, my crime suspense
novels are not for everyone, especially those faint of heart or
easily offended. (My “bad guys” spout foul language and perform
cringe-worthy deeds, as criminals do in real life.)

Having said that, the vast majority of the contents
within my novels focus on the intestinal fortitude of my
protagonists (so hang in there if you reach a scene that is too
graphic for your taste). I love celebrating the indomitable spirit
of humans. Courage. Sacrifice. Honor. Loyalty. Love. The passion to
survive, regardless of the daunting circumstance. And the hope for
good to triumph over evil.

Through my works of fiction, I seek to instill a
message of personal empowerment by showcasing the resilience of the
human spirit that flourishes despite the depths of hell endured.
Emphasizing the survivor can actually learn, thrive, and become a
better person from whatever dreadful ordeal life hurls her
direction, if she so chooses.

As you read Deadly Trust, I hope you find yourself cheering for—perhaps even
identifying with—Jewels as she is challenged to survive the mental
and physical cruelty of determined, intelligent, and ruthless
killers ... and a marriage that could be going bust. And in the
end, maybe even admit that you have garnered something from this
fictional character to further boost the strength, character, and
determination within yourself.

I hope you experience as much pleasure
reading Deadly Trust as
I did writing it. I wish you a killer-good entertainment
experience!

ENJOY! ~ Shirley

 


 



CONTENTS

Cover

Dedication

Other Books by Shirley
Spain

Acknowledgements

Author's
Note

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter
Thirteen

Chapter
Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter
Seventeen

Chapter
Eighteen

Chapter
Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter
Twenty-One

Chapter
Twenty-Two

Chapter
Twenty-Three

Chapter
Twenty-Four

Chapter
Twenty-Five

Chapter
Twenty-Six

Chapter
Twenty-Seven

Chapter
Twenty-Eight

Chapter
Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter
Thirty-One

Chapter
Thirty-Two

Chapter
Thirty-Three

Chapter
Thirty-Four

Chapter
Thirty-Five

Chapter
Thirty-Six

Chapter
Thirty-Seven

Chapter
Thirty-Eight

Chapter
Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter
Forty-One

Chapter
Forty-Two

Chapter
Forty-Three

Chapter
Forty-Four

Chapter
Forty-Five

Chapter
Forty-Six

Chapter
Forty-Seven

Chapter
Forty-Eight

Chapter
Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter
Fifty-One

Chapter
Fifty-Two

Chapter
Fifty-Three

Chapter
Fifty-Four

Chapter
Fifty-Five

Chapter
Fifty-Six

Chapter
Fifty-Seven

Chapter
Fifty-Eight

Chapter
Fifty-Nine

Chapter Sixty

Chapter
Sixty-One

Chapter
Sixty-Two

Chapter
Sixty-Three

Chapter
Sixty-Four

Chapter
Sixty-Five

Chapter
Sixty-Six

Chapter
Sixty-Seven

Chapter
Sixty-Eight

Chapter
Sixty-Nine

Chapter Seventy

Chapter
Seventy-One

Chapter
Seventy-Two

Chapter
Seventy-Three

Chapter
Seventy-Four

Chapter
Seventy-Five

Chapter
Seventy-Six

Chapter
Seventy-Seven

Chapter
Seventy-Eight

Chapter
Seventy-Nine

Chapter Eighty

Epilogue

From the
Desk of Shirley Spain

About the
Author

Other Books by Shirley
Spain


Prologue




“We’ve all got the power in our hands to kill, but
most people are afraid
to use it.

The ones who aren’t afraid, control life
itself.”

—Richard Ramirez, serial killer known as the Night
Stalker

 


 


“YOUR TURN,” HE ANNOUNCED WITH AN
EVIL smirk, unlocking
the cage and swinging open the door.

“No! Pleeeeeeease. No,” the pretty middle-aged
woman hysterically screamed, cowering in the corner at the other
end of the small cage. She had seen what was to become of her.
Minutes earlier witnessed him running a test specimen through
his art-making process using one of his favorite pet cats. It was the most
horrible and gruesome thing she had ever seen or heard.

 


 


KEEN-EYED he gazed at her voluptuous naked body. She leaned her side
against the corner of the cage. Knees tucked under her chin. Feet
stacked on top of one another. Toes tightly curled. Shoulders
scrunched up to her ears. Hands squeezing the metal rods with so
much force, they quivered. And her head quaked like uncontrollable
palsy tremors. Terror deformed her model-like features. Her short
blonde hair was unruly and twisted around her face like she just
woke up from a nightmare.

She was perfect material. Beautiful. Wealthy. Independent. Sexy. All the
attributes fundamental to masterfully fabricate his unique
art.

Closing his eyes, he inhaled deeply.
Smelled
her fear. Felt the depth of her terror. It was riveting.
Empowering. Seductive. Further bolstered his compulsive killing
instinct. His second nature. His talent.

Opening his eyes he attacked. Reached into the cage
and clamped his hands around her ankles.

“Noooooo!” Wildly she kicked at her would-be
murderer, but his viselike hold remained superior.

He lurched backward, jerking her closer to the
opening.

She shrieked. Lying on her back, her arms were fully
extended above her head, fingers fiercely latched around the bars
hanging on, literally, for dear life. “No!” she continued to
wail.

Grinning, “Oh, yes, My Pretty. You will compose a
striking figurine to enhance my medley of statues,” he guaranteed,
mightily yanking her legs and violently plucking her out of the
cage, almost effortlessly.

Her back and head slammed onto the floor. She gasped
upon impact. Teeth chattering, she cried, “No. Please. I’m-I’m very
wealthy. I-I can pay-pay you whatever you want.”

Arching his brows, “It is not your affluence that I
seek. I am a virtuoso. As a tribute to my artistry, you will
evermore be preserved. You should be honored that I have culled you
to augment my masterpieces,” he professed, dragging her by her feet
across the room toward the huge vat of simmering liquid.

Frantically she twisted her torso, flung her arms
about, and raked at the tightly looped carpet to grab onto
something, anything, to prevent him from boiling her alive.

But she was no match for her captor who was
athletic, strong, and resolute. With momentum on his side, he
jammed on the brakes and rotated her body in a circular motion.
Centrifugal force raised her off the floor slightly. Then he
released her, propelled her into the bubbling wax and plastic
amalgam he called waxtic.

Swiftly he leaped back a few feet from the edge of
the giant hot-tub-like pot to avoid being bespattered with the
scorching fluid. Stood imperiously. A wide grin radiated his
handsome face as he tuned into her bone-chilling screams and beheld
her torment. Her pretty face grotesquely contorted as she wildly
flailed about in the simmering solution provided him with exquisite
amusement.

Then suddenly silence and stillness. Only
the blup-blup-blup of the churning liquid as it continued to boil. Her head
dematerialized beneath the surface as her lifeless body sank toward
the bottom.

He sighed in disappointment. The
entertainment never lasted long enough, which is why he memorialized it
on video. Although not nearly as gratifying, he could relive the
artistry of his figurine-making process repeatedly as
desired.

Using the remote he kept in his shirt pocket, he
aimed it at the ceiling. The remainder of the process was fully
automated. In less than ten minutes, his latest creation would be
ready to enhance his collection of figurines.

Watching the giant tongs elevate her stiff body
out of the deep vat and transport it into the freezing section, he
vigorously polished his palms together. Was already thinking about
acquiring another piece of material suitable for preserving as a statue and meritable of his
magnificent artistry.

Prerequisites were she must be beautiful. Sexy.
Independent and wealthy. A refined woman of impeccable taste. And
if she had a snippet of a wild cat personality, that would be all
the better. But women like that were troublesome to find.
Nonetheless, once the quest was on, somehow, the perfect
material
always fortuitously crossed his
path. Surely this next one would be comparable.

His eyes widened. “Maybe my upcoming business
venture in Utah will effectuate the perfect material for my next art project,” he speculated with an evil grin.


Chapter One




THE TRUNK WAS BLACK AS PITCH.
Not an inkling of the morning
light seeping in. The air was oppressive. Stagnant. The floor
miserably rough and scratchy like lying on fiberglass wall
insulation.

The duct tape binding her arms behind her back and
legs together was savage and excessive. Wound up and down her
limbs. Engulfed from wrists to elbows. Ankles to knees. The wide
adhesive mummy-like strips generated sweltering heat and moistened
her skin as if she were wearing a vinyl suit in a sauna.

A length of duct tape firmly compressed across her
face and mashed down behind her ears created an over-the-mouth gag.
Efficiently muzzled her vocal outbursts. Greatly impeded her
ability to breathe.

The car started. Backed up. Stopped. Pulled forward.
They were driving away!

Hopelessness rampaged Jewels’ mind. What was
happening? Was she going to be held for ransom? Were her two masked
captors hired by Tank who had promised to collect revenge in the
future, and that future was now? Or were her assailants just two
deranged psychos bent on torturing and killing her for whatever
reason?

Worse yet, this time Marshall wouldn’t be anywhere
near to rescue her. Wouldn’t even become aware she was missing
until he called her at noon and she didn’t answer the house land
line or her cell phone. And that would be hours from now. By then
she could have been driven out of state. Murdered. Buried in a
shallow grave perhaps never to be found.

Hideous possibilities rioted in her mind until
psychological panic besieged her. No longer could she breathe. Her
heart pounded like the vigorous rhythmic flamenco dance of an
Andalusian gypsy. Nostrils flared and contracted with the
rapid-fire speed of a Gatling gun. Unknowingly, Jewels had induced
hyperventilation resulting in the terrible sensation of
suffocating.

Haphazardly she thrashed her head from side to side.
Frantically stabbed her tongue between her lips in hopes of finding
relief from the tape brutally sealing her air passage. But the more
Jewels struggled, the more intense the smothering effect.

Suddenly her limbs felt numb. The overwhelming fear
of death consumed her, igniting mental and physical hysteria.
Jewels sucked breaths harder, faster, deeper. Wild-eyed she
violently rocked her body back and forth. Kicked her flexed feet
against the side wall of the trunk. Bellowed muffled shrieks
beneath the gag. All in hopes of attracting the attention of her
kidnappers.

If her situation didn’t change, and change within
seconds, she was going to asphyxiate.

 


 


ABOUT EIGHT MINUTES EARLIER.

Jewels finished an intense ninety-minute cardio
workout on the Spin bike setup in her three-thousand square foot
home gym in the basement. Stripping off her cycling shoes, she hung
them on the bike handlebar and beelined it for the fridge. Grabbed
a strawberry Powerade Zero.

Her shapely bronzed body glistened with sweat. She
looked like a professional fitness model ready for a photo shoot.
Her long blonde hair was pulled up in a ponytail that rode high on
her head. Bangs scattered across her forehead like sexy fringe.
Jewels wore a leopard print sports bra that showcased her chiseled
abs. The hem of black Spandex shorts hovered mid-thigh, molding to
her sculpted legs. White no-show socks accented her shapely
calves.

With vigor in her step and a glowing smile on her
face, she bounced up the stairs to the kitchen to cool off and
relax for a moment before showering.

Propping her shoulder against the kitchen wall next
to the French doors leading to the covered back patio, she sipped
her refreshment. Gazed out the picture window.

It was early morning, just a few minutes past seven.
The sun beamed its delicate rays to caress her body like warm hands
of an invisible lover. Birds chirped a serenade in honor of the
birth of a new dawn. Pretty multi-colored tulips gently swayed in
the slight breeze like tiny graceful ballerinas. And dew, like a
carpet of sparkling diamonds, dotted the rich green grass blades of
her manicured, parklike backyard.

Inhaling a deep cleansing breath Jewels sighed,
blissfully relaxing in the promise of the beautiful April day
blossoming before her eyes.

As she soaked in nature’s beauty, her mind wandered
to her husband. His broad defined shoulders and muscular back.
Sculpted chest. Ballooning biceps. Tiny waist. Basically a real
life Hercules who dressed like a cowboy and kicked criminal ass
like a superhero. She smiled, basking in gratitude for having such
a sexy man in her life who treated her like a goddess. She just
wished she saw more of him. Spent more time with him.

Marshall had already exercised, showered and left
for Wattershaw, the elite defensive tactics facility he and his
best friend, Warren Bradshaw, had begun building nearly a year ago.
The company name was a combination of their last names. They staked
the success of their business on their solid gold reputations in
law enforcement.

The state-of-the-art firearms training facility was
finally complete. Next week they would hold their first event,
hosting an advanced tactics five-day training school for the elite
of the FBI. A multitude of contracts to host future law enforcement
training events were pending the positive outcome of this first
one.

Therefore Marshall and Warren were leaving nothing
to chance. They were checking and double-checking
everything. From
making sure the toilets flushed to running an abundance of
scenarios and programs through their automated shooting
ranges.

There would be no second chance to make a first
impression on this demanding audience. As a result, the two men,
and their crew of nearly fifty employees, often spent eighteen-hour
days at Wattershaw.

It had been weeks since Marshall had made love to
her. Even longer since they engaged in War Games. So at this point,
Jewels was just grateful to have a meal with her husband once or
twice a week.

Yet, she didn’t begrudge the time Marshall spent at
Wattershaw. Being an entrepreneur herself, she knew what it took to
build a business from scratch, including the importance of having
family support the endeavor. And there was nothing more she wanted
than to support Marshall. Well, except to spend more time with him
while he pursued his dream.

She had mentioned her desire numerous times, but
his response was always the same. He’d spout off how most of what
they did involved top secret clearance then he would abruptly change the subject and never say
anything else about it. Jewels never pressed the point. The message
was obvious: Wattershaw had no place for her. Marshall didn’t want
her involved beyond the ten and a half million dollars she put up
for the creation of the facility.

With all the excitement and changes going on in
Marshall’s life and his constant denial to grant her anything more
than investor status
in Wattershaw, Jewels felt left out. She yearned for a change in
her life, too. Sure, her own business was thriving, but the daily
running of the New Greensburgh Press had become mundane. So about
four months ago she decided to do something about it. Promoted her
executive assistant, Belinda Parker, to Vice President of Daily
Operations. Since Belinda had taken over her daily duties, Jewels
was now free to venture into the Press only a few times a month, as
needed, to attend critical meetings. All said and done, she was
semi-retired. And loving it.

Jewels invested her free time transforming herself
into the best physical condition of her life. She had taken up
weight training and hired a personal trainer to work with her three
days a week. Also enlisted the expertise of a swim coach to help
her hone her swimming skills. Even toyed with the idea of entering
an Ironman competition, which required registration more than a
year in advance. Hadn’t made the Ironman commitment yet, because
she wanted to see how she would fair with a smaller triathlon. One
was coming up in September in Salt Lake and she was already
registered to compete.

Tilting her head back to finish off the Powerade,
from the reflection in the window she caught a glimpse of a
behemoth figure cloaked in black from head to toe stalking up
behind her. Oh dear god, was Tank back to collect revenge?

Jewels’ mind stuttered. Vivid memories of Tank’s
savage attack nearly three years ago stampeded her thoughts.
Trampled her collectedness. Adrenaline surged. Her heart lurched
into overdrive as primal fear prepped her body for fight or
flight. Breathe. Think. Control. Don’t let panic win.

Marshall was gone. No War Games planned. This was
real. She glanced over at the alarm panel on the opposite side of
the door. The lights indicating the doors were armed were dark.
They should be lit up, like the window indicators. Surely Marshall
didn’t forget to arm the security system when he left earlier. And
if he had armed it, somehow this guy hacked it and let himself in.
This was a full blown code black situation and she didn’t even have a firearm readily
accessible to protect herself. Come on, Jewels, think and stay calm.
Breathe, she mentally
advised herself.

Pretending not to notice him, Jewels kept her back
to the intruder. Her eyes darted from side to side looking for
something, anything, to
defend herself with other than the empty plastic Powerade bottle in
her hand.

An eleven-by-fourteen inch framed print hanging on
the wall smack dab in front of her was the only object within arm’s
reach. The print was under glass. Frame was wide. Solid wood. Could
inflict injury.

Casually she twisted the cap onto the empty Powerade
bottle, keeping a watchful eye on the reflection in the window,
sizing him up.

Compared to Tank, who certainly was massive, this
guy was titanic. Estimated him to be a good foot or more taller
than Marshall, with a body as wide as the commercial-sized
side-by-side Sub Zero refrigerator in her kitchen. He moved without
sound, like he was floating on air. Didn’t appear to be wielding a
gun or knife. His fingers were splayed with his arms stretched wide
in front of him poised to grab her.

Swallowing dryly, Jewels held her ground. Her heart
galloped. She reminded herself that dozens of War Games with
Marshall had taught her not to panic in situations that naturally
induced choking alarm. But those were just games. This was real.
And she knew what she had to do. When the stalker was within arm’s
reach, she would make her move.

All at once he was there. Practically breathing on
her neck.

Code black! Jewels whipped the empty bottle toward the man’s
feet as a momentary distraction. Ripped the print off the wall.
Tilted the frame sideways. Rotated around with the speed and grace
of a Ninja warrior, harnessing the momentum of her entire body
weight to swing the frame at the base of his neck as if to
decapitate him.

Her aim was on target.

“Shit,” he growled in surprise, reflexively grabbing
his neck, drawing his attention away from snatching her.

The print crashed to the ground. Shards of glass
littered the travertine floor.

Swiftly opening the French door Jewels bolted onto
the deck.

“She’s coming out,” her attacker bellowed.

Broken glass crunched beneath the giant’s pounding
steps as he barreled through the door after her.

Jewels sprinted toward the deck stairs at her right,
but another man, also dressed head to toe in black, charged up
them.

She skidded to a halt.

Within milliseconds she would be sandwiched between
the two men. Had to do something. Fast! Catapulting to her left,
Jewels vaulted over a large double-wide chaise. Snatched up the big
Bic Surestart butane lighter next to a citronella candle on the
side table. Violently pushed the table over behind her to create an
obstacle for her chasers, then leaped up over the side rails of the
deck into the yard.

The drop off was about four feet.

She stumbled. Recovered. Held onto the Bic lighter.
Ran as fast as she could across the dew-covered grass in her
stocking feet toward the side of the house.

A plan gelled. Upon reaching the front yard, she
would grab one of the baseball-size landscape rocks in the flower
beds next to the house. Knowing the window sensors were armed, she
would break a window, triggering the burglar alarm. Once the alarm
was tripped the security company would dispatch police, who would
arrive within minutes.

Just had to figure out a way to hold off the
intruders until the cops arrived. Her best bet was to get back into
the house. Make it into the master bedroom, designed as a safe room
as well, then arm herself to the hilt. However that was a lot to
accomplish with two deviants hot on her heels.

Screaming for help was pointless. She lived on a
private lane in the middle of two-hundred-fifty acres of pasture
and thick woods. No one would hear her. No one was around to
help.

Running with all her might, Jewels careened around
the side of the house. Slipped on the moist lawn, but like a speed
skater skimming the ice with her fingertips around a fast corner,
she stretched out her arm to let her hand graze the ground to
maintain her balance.

Jewels was athletic. Fast.

But the men in dogged pursuit were faster. Gaining
on her. Rapidly. Their heavy breathing becoming more distinct.
Pounding footsteps amplifying. In mere moments she would be
overtaken.

Tightly grasping the Bic lighter in her left hand,
she exerted every ounce of energy she could muster. Powered her
legs to move faster than she ever imagined possible, as if
practicing a Tabata high intensity interval set. Speedily she
rounded the corner to the front of the house. Had to snag a rock.
Break a window.

Suddenly the Goliath-sized man surged in front of
her. Stopped, pivoted to face her then crouched low. Spread his
arms wide, primed to grab her.

Jewels agilely zigzagged to the left of him into the
neatly groomed flower bed.

Incredibly the huge man mirrored her. Despite his
size, he was speedy. Nimble.

Realizing she couldn’t outrun him, abruptly Jewels
stopped. Bent down. Snatched a rock. Mightily hurled it into a
basement window.

Glass shattered. Alarm sirens blared.

“Shit,” blurted the other man, right behind her.

Eyeing her attackers positioned diagonally on either
side of her, Jewels’ head swiveled back and forth. Her mind rapid
fired. Analyzed. A giant of a man to her left. A well-built guy
with piercing dark eyes on her right. Her back toward the house.
Nowhere to retreat.

The men closed in, forming a blockade of solid flesh
in front of her.

She was trapped unless she opted to plow
between
the forbidding masked
men.

Having nothing to lose by trying, Jewels launched a
mad dash. Hunkering down, she rammed her shoulder between the walls
of meat, as if attempting to break through a human chain in a game
of Red Rover.

The giant lassoed her, his enormous arms swallowing
up her body. He powerfully jerked her back into his thick chest.
Pinned her elbows at her waist.

The coarse material of his jacket scraped her bare
midriff like sandpaper. His chest felt stiff, like a board. Was he
wearing body armor? “Let me go!” Jewels pitched her body side to
side and kicked rearward, striking her assailant on the shins which
felt like immovable telephone poles. Frantically she clawed at his
thighs. Pinched her thumbs and indexed fingers together in hopes of
latching onto a bit of skin to induce pain, but the heavy canvas
material of his black tactical pants was all she could grab.

The gargantuan man held on. Not only was he faster
and more than triple her size, but fiercely stronger. And didn’t
seem fazed by her defensive efforts.

His partner attacked Jewels’ buffeting legs,
clamping them under his left arm.

She continued to struggle, which was paying off,
because her sweat-glistened skin made her body slippery. The big
man was losing his grip around her waist.

“Contain her,” the goliath yelled to his accomplice,
readjusting his grip to Jewels’ wrists and forcing her arms upward
across her chest.

His massive forearms constricted her torso against
his ponderous body, squashing her breasts and restricting the
ability of her lungs to expand. She imagined a straightjacket would
feel less confining. Wiggling relentlessly, she fought his
dominance. Futilely.

The man clutching her legs fished out a thick roll
of gray duct tape from one of the big pockets on the thigh of his
black tactical pants.

Instantly Jewels knew his intentions. “Noooooo,”
she wailed, continuing
to vigorously battle the masked men.

Despite her combativeness, neither attacker was
daunted.

Thank god she still had the Bic lighter. She flicked
it.

A two inch flame shot out the end.

Holding the trigger down to keep the fire lit, she
angled the tip rearward torching the colossal man’s ski mask. She
felt the heat of the flame on her cheek. Had to drastically tilt
her head to the side and press her ear to her shoulder to prevent
burning herself.

“Dammit,” he thundered, jerking his head away in
pain without easing his brutal hold. “Get that lighter away from
her!”

Barely able to hang on to her kicking legs, the big
man’s accomplice twisted his torso toward Jewels. Growled as he
ripped the lighter out of her hand. Hurled it across the yard.
Returned to battling her flailing legs.

Jewels didn’t back down her fight. Judging by her
captor’s heavy breaths and grunts of frustration, she continued to
be a handful, giving her assailants quite the physical workout.

Despite her best efforts, it was only seconds before
her legs were bound together. Speedily he had wrapped the tape
around and around. Layer after layer from just above her ankles,
all the way up to the top of her calves and then back down, like a
mummy.

“Who are you? Why are you doing this?”

Neither assailant offered a response.

With physical strength waning, Jewels could no
longer sustain her fierce battle. Gasping for air, she broke down.
“Pleeease. Who are you? Did Tank hire you?” Her voice was overrun
with fear and exasperation. Tears dripped down her stressed face as
she persisted to squirm within the unyielding supremacy of her
captors.

Once the tape wielding man had immobilized her to
his apparent satisfaction, he released her legs.

The soles of her bare feet hit the cool moist grass.
It was then she realized somewhere along the way she had lost both
of her socks, not that it mattered. She struggled to acquire
footing on the slippery lawn.

Her mountainous attacker retained absolute control
with a firm grasp on her wrists.

The other stood. Rested his hands on his hips and
arched his back. Stretched, then turned to stare at her. The thick
roll of tape loomed threateningly in his gloved hand.

Jewels didn’t know what these beasts were going to
do next, but was sure whatever they planned probably involved more
duct tape and wasn’t going to be pleasant. Gulping, she shook her
head back and forth. “Please, don’t....” Her voice trailed off to a
childish whimper.

Almost instantly the bigger guy released his grasp
on her wrists. Repositioned his hands around her waist. Heaved her
body upward into the air. Rotated Jewels to her right side then
dropped her to the ground like a WWF wrestler slamming his opponent
to the mat.

Hitting the ground she let out a shrill gasp, her
right shoulder absorbing the brunt of the fall.

The giant flipped Jewels onto her stomach while
simultaneously lowering to his knees, landing next to her waist.
Towered over her.

Although she ended up facedown in the decorative
rock and bark of the flower bed, Jewels was able to protect her
face with her freed hands. Scraped up a glob of moist mulch in each
fist. Rotated her body onto her back. Fast-pitched the dirt with
both hands into the face of the monster hovering over her.

The flower bedding splattered his ski mask.

Involuntarily he retreated backward from Jewels’
body and rose up high on his knees. Cradled his face with his
hands. The little pieces of wood and tiny rocks had penetrated the
mask, apparently stabbing his eyes.

Seizing the opportunity to continue her attack,
Jewels recoiled her bound legs. Flexed her feet. Violently lashed
out at his gut. Her hit was fast, hard, and accurate.

Grunting, the immense man buckled in half, grabbed
his stomach.

Rolling onto her stomach, Jewels thrust her hands
onto the ground, tucked her knees up under her hips and pushed
herself to a standing position. And though her legs were severely
hobbled, she bounded toward the front door, as if in a heated gunny
sack race to the finish line. Across the lawn and through the
mounded flower beds she leaped, crushing pretty pansies and
delicate tulips beneath her bare feet, their soft petals and leaves
squishing between her toes.

About ten feet to her side, the other attacker stood
erect. His arms neatly folded over his chest.

Jewels could feel his piercing eyes watching, but
focused on her destination. Had to get into the house. Breathing
hard, she made it to within a couple feet of the front walkway.
Another twenty feet beyond that she would be at the front door.
Fueled with hope of escape, she surged, increasing the power and
speed of her grueling jumps. The soles of her feet pulsated in pain
from the prickly bedding, but she endured. Concentrated on reaching
the door.

The man with piercing eyes who had been watching her
suddenly dashed about three feet in front of her, cutting her
off.

Slamming on the brakes, Jewels shrieked. Swayed her
torso and flailed her arms about for balance.

He shrugged and widened his eyes, obviously enjoying
the cat-and-mouse game, maybe even egging her on a bit.

Explosively she hopped left near the edge of the
flower bed, mere inches away from the carved stone walkway leading
to the front door. Landed on a small boxwood bush. Its tiny
branches stabbed her soles and sides of her feet. Caused her to
wobble. Cringe in pain.

He mirrored her movement on the sidewalk. Blocked
her path with his body and extended his arms to the side, as if
herding her back away from the door. Negatively he shook his head
in reprimand, but said nothing.

Balling her fists, eyes glaring, she screamed in
frustration through clenched teeth.

He lunged a king-sized step toward her.

Jewels propelled herself backward a yardstick’s
length, clearing the flower bed and landing on the border of the
grass. Once her feet hit the lawn she squatted low then catapulted
herself upward as if bouncing off a trampoline, twisting in midair
to rotate her body one-hundred-eighty degrees.

Unfortunately, the giant was waiting.

Practically slamming into him, she whiplashed
herself rearward, but her bound legs caused her to lose balance.
Launched her into a free fall backward. She let out a shrill
shriek.

The big man’s partner caught her.

Dropping heavily into his waiting arms, Jewels’ head
snapped back into his rigid chest. Apparently he was wearing a
bulletproof vest as well.

Allowing her body to slide out of his grasp to the
ground onto her back, he dropped to his knees. Straddled her
chest.

Ferociously she swiped at his piercing dark eyes,
the fingers on her right hand bent like talons fashioned to
shred.

His quick reflexes and sizeable hand caught her
wrist before her fingers clawed his face.

Instantly she repeated the same move with her left
hand.

But he snatched that one in midair as well,
ramrodding both of her hands into the ground on either side of her
head.

Jewels yelped.

The prickly edges of coarsely ground bark and stiff
limbs of small decorative bushes in the flower bed pierced her bare
back and arms.

Face warped in agony and fists bunched to white
knuckles, she fought his hold. Berserkly pitched her head back and
forth. Bucked her body up and down and side to side. Jerked her
arms and thrashed her bound legs. Gasped squeals and grunts of
frustration.

Though he said nothing and simply held her down, she
felt the deep penetration of his dark eyes scrutinizing her.

After about fifteen seconds of hard fighting,
bitterly Jewels surrendered. Though her muscles remained tense and
her determination to resist undaunted, physical exhaustion stole
all of her energy, leaving her at the mercy of her attacker. Chest
heaving up and down she sucked air through her mouth and nose.

The super-sized assailant joined them. Dropped to
his knees at Jewels’ left side. Gazed down at her. Continued to
blink and spit dirt out of his mouth.

Harshly eyeing her captors and jutting her chin out
in defiance, “If you know who I am then you know my husband,
Marshall Watters. He eats piss ants like you two for a snack,” she
daringly spouted.

“Bind her hands,” the gigantic man ordered his
accomplice, clearly not rattled in the least by her
piss-ant-eating-husband comment.

All the bravery Jewels had mustered nanoseconds ago
evaporated. Alarm rounded her eyes. “No. Please. I surrender. I’ll
be compliant. I won’t fight you anymore. I’ll do whatever you want.
Really. I will. I promise,” she pleaded, her voice quivering.

In one smooth and impossibly fast motion, her captor
with the killer dark eyes slid off her chest, latched his hands
around the top of her shoulders, hefted her onto her stomach and
wrenched her arms behind her back.

The left side of her face hit the flower bed. Ground
mulch and pansies into her cheek and the corner of her lips. Poked
her bare stomach and stabbed through her leopard print sports bra,
torturing her tender breasts and hard nipples.

Awkwardly Jewels struggled to keep her head out of
the dirt. She wiggled her wrists and twisted her torso, resisting
the binding of her arms.

But it was pointless. Forcibly her wrists had been
crossed, adhesive strips wrapped around and around them.

Only the zipping sound of duct tape being
pulled from its roll could
drown the gasps of her
heavy breaths.

With her back severely arched, she squirmed in
misery. “Ouch! Please stop. That really hurts.”

Their continued forcible restraint proved her plea
had fallen on deaf ears.

“Pleeeeease. No more.”

She waited for a few seconds in hopes they would
heed her words. Show a little mercy. Back off.

They didn’t.

Cringing, Jewels whined, “Come on. Please. Enough
already. This is overkill, don’t you think?”

Again her comments had no effect on her
assailants.

Jewels concluded attempting to reason with these two
barbarians was about as productive as trying to bargain with a
couple of granite boulders during a rockslide.

A few seconds later, with her arms securely taped
together, the men flipped her over.

Breathing heavily, Jewels lay helplessly on her back
in a flower bed in her front yard, looking up at a beautiful blue
sky, and listening to the birds joyfully chirping. That’s when she
realized the burglar alarm sirens were no longer wailing. Why
weren’t they working? If they had been turned off, the alarm
company wouldn’t dispatch the cops. If the police weren’t on their
way, no one was coming to help her!

The rocks and bark in the flower bed relentlessly
pinched her bare skin. Poked her neck and skull. And the harsh
bindings left little room to maneuver. About all she could do was
wiggle her fingers and toes. Plainly she was screwed. No,
correction, Jewels thought. Fucked. Yes, she was fucked.

Conspicuously she shivered in fear. Teeth chattered.
Despite the blatant futility of past efforts, she couldn’t help but
petition the creeps once again. “Please, tell me why you’re doing
this ... what you want?”

The masked men knelt beside her. Speechless.
Scrutinized every inch of her body. The giant reached toward her
face.

She
jerked away.

But he touched her anyway, brushing away the dirt
and pieces of leaves stuck to her cheeks. Then resumed staring.

Her captors visually frisking her dressed in a
skimpy sports bra and scanty workout shorts heated the fear within
to a rolling boil. Rapidly thickened the black panic flooding her
mind.

Desperate to calm herself, Jewels focused on the
only tactic remaining: talking to her assailants. Wondered if she
came across a little tough. Maybe sound like she was giving an
order. Maybe even tried to intimidate them, she could avoid
whatever dreadful move they had planned next.

Almost bursting out in laughter at the mere
thought of intimidating these two, Jewels suppressed the urge. No matter what she
said or how she said it, her efforts would likely prove worthless.
Nonetheless, what did she have to lose by trying? Nervously
clearing her throat and generating a firm businesslike tone, “It’s
not too late. If you let me go now you won’t have to answer to the
wrath of my husband.”

Other than to naturally blink and breathe, the men
didn’t move a muscle. Just continued to gawk.

“I’m warning you, he’ll hunt you down. And it won’t
be pleasant ... if you even live to tell about it,” Jewels
professed, strenuously working to feign confidence and stifle fear.
“Look at it this way. I’m giving you a chance to just walk away
with no consequences. An opportunity to save yourselves.” Pausing,
she shook her head. Sighed. “However, if you persist, when Marshall
tracks you down—and he will track you down—you’re going to be begging for the luxuries
of San Quentin in comparison to what he’s going to do to
you.”

The menacing men didn’t respond. Just kept silently
staring.

Was she getting through to them? Were they
contemplating her suggestion? Probably not. About at her wits’ end,
“Did Tank send you?” she asked with an exasperated huff.

Neither masked man moved. Or spoke.

Their silence was nerve-shattering. Unsettling.
Downright bone-chilling and on the verge of crushing her tough girl
act. “Pleeeease, say something,” Jewels implored, fidgeting for
relief from the jagged bedding and the brutal bindings. No relief
from either could be salvaged.

After several more long uncomfortable moments, the
giant tossed the roll of tape to his partner.

He pulled out another piece, about a foot long.

Defenselessly Jewels watched the dark-eyed man in
numbed horror. The only thing left to tape was her mouth. Gazing up
at them, “Please don—”

He didn’t let her finish. Attacked her face with the
strip. Mashed it down over her lips and across her cheeks,
smoothing it out under her ears. The fact her hair was gathered
into a ponytail simply made her captor’s job of applying the
adhesive gag that much easier.

Eyes pinched, Jewels violently shook her head.
“Nooooo,” she screamed in terror, though nothing but a shrill
shriek escaped the tape.

Pieces of landscape bark and twigs broken from the
flower bed bushes burrowed deeper into her scalp.

Clamping his gloved hand over her mouth, the
scoundrel who applied the tape mightily squeezed Jewels’ jaws.
Prevented her head from moving.

Rapidly she inhaled and exhaled air through flared
nostrils.

“Put on a second piece,” the mammoth guy stated.

Opening her teary eyes, Jewels attempted to shake
her head but her assailant’s meaty hand sealing her mouth prevented
it. “No, no,” she whimpered. Her muffled plea high-pitched.
Pitiful.

“Shhhhhhh.” He tapped a finger over his lips as a
gesture for her to be quiet.

Still breathing hard, Jewels’ big blue eyes blinked
innocently up at him. Eagerly she nodded in agreement. So much for
her warning to attempt to deter these ruffians from proceeding with
their villainous plans.

Warily he removed his hand from her mouth. Pressed
the edges of the tape onto her face and around her lips with his
thumbs, then deposited the tape back into the big pocket on his
pants.

Upon realizing he was not going to add a second
piece of tape as his gigantic accomplice suggested, Jewels let out
a faint sigh of relief.

Her captors exchanged nods, clearly satisfied she
was sufficiently silenced.

Without warning the giant man’s arms extended like
the tines of a forklift and reached under her. Positioning her
bound body in his lengthy limbs, he effortlessly rose to his feet
without even so much as a grunt.

Obviously this guy was accustomed to deep squatting
heavy weight. Jewels’ one-hundred-twenty-four pounds was nothing to
him.

Her body quaked uncontrollably as the fear within
eked toward outright unadulterated terror.

The mammoth man marched her toward the garage.

His partner kept pace at his side, his eyes focused
on Jewels.

A late-model dark blue sedan, like a big BMW or
other luxury car, was parked in the driveway.

Jewels didn’t recognize the vehicle. As she was
being hauled toward the car, she focused on trying to identify
features on either of her assailants she could later use to
describe them to Marshall. And the cops.

The man carrying her had to be pushing seven feet
tall and a solid three-hundred-fifty pounds she estimated. Reminded
her of a Fort Knox gun safe with legs. He had a fair complexion and
large greenish-brown eyes. A hint of caramel eyebrows sneaked out
from under his mask. Other than that, the guy’s entire body was
covered in black clothing. Not like a sweatshirt and sweatpants.
Instead tactical clothes like SWAT might wear. Plus, she was sure
he was wearing body armor. Didn’t recall seeing a pistol or
handcuffs.

Dressed the same was the guy who had gone a bit
crazy with taping up her legs and who was walking alongside like a
bodyguard. Jewels guessed he was about Marshall’s height, but
seemed to be a bit more wiry than muscular. Made her think of a
futuristic mechanical soldier. His facial skin was of a medium-dark
tone, maybe like an Italian’s. His eyes were the color of toast ...
burnt toast. And piercing like a killer’s.

Since the men spoke very little, she couldn’t pick
up an accent or even a certain voice tone. Physical attributes were
all she could gather, and even those were practically non-existent.
All she could see were patches of skin around their eyes.

After her analysis, Jewels realized she never had a
chance at eluding capture. These two had come prepared to kidnap
her. Nonetheless, she felt she put up a damned good fight. It just
wasn’t enough.

As they neared the driveway, the
soldier
fished out a small remote from
his shirt pocket. Aimed it toward the car and pressed a
button.

The trunk unlocked, lid automatically rose.

She tensed. They were going to deposit her in the
trunk! What was she going to do?

Horrid memories of Tanglenet capturing her in a
trawling net and confining her in the Caddy’s stinky trunk flooded
her mind. Once he freed her from the trunk, he staked her out on
his slaughter table and prepared to chop off her feet. Were these two planning
something similar? Were they going to take her somewhere and kill
her?

Dread devoured her insides. Too scared to cry. Or
scream. Or move. Her mind went AWOL.

Once at the opened trunk, the man transporting her
stopped. Eyed his accomplice who was whispering into his cell
phone, hand cupped around his mouth blatantly concealing his lips
to ensure she couldn’t interpret the conversation.

Moments later he concluded the call. Bobbed his head
at his partner.

The nod must have been a go ahead signal because Fort Knox instantly dumped Jewels into the cavernous
trunk.

Squeezing her eyelids shut, she let out a startled
squeal when her shoulders hit the trunk floor. Her bound wrists dug
into her spine. Writhing, she rolled onto her side, head facing the
opening.

The giant stepped from her view.

She heard a car door open. Close. Footsteps on
pavement. He reappeared. His shoulders were so broad they nearly
spanned the entire width of the trunk opening.

Bending over, “Just relax. I’m not going to hurt
you,” he promised, his voice low. Calm. Nonthreatening. Almost
compassionate.

Powerless to move and mesmerized by morbid
curiosity, Jewels watched him peel paper tabs off little white
squares.

One of his skillet-sized gloved hands reached in and
lifted the neckline of her sports bra. The other plastered a square
sticky pad near the top of her breast.

Reflexively she shrunk from his touch. The adhesive
square was cold, felt like a Fudgsicle chunk taped to her skin.

He persisted. Stuck another chilly square on the
other side of her chest. Pasted two more on either side of her bare
midriff. Then one on each ankle just below the duct tape.

Rolling her closer to expose her taped arms, he
attached two more squares. One on each wrist.

Next he began connecting the tabs with what looked
like electrical cord, about the thickness of stereo speaker
wire.

Jewels was horror-struck. Eyes widened with alarm,
she remembered being shocked repeatedly by The Dentist with his taser and stun gun. Assumed this creep
was about to electrocute her, too. Zap her over and over until she
soiled her panties and bled from her eyes. Pathetically she
whimpered as he attached the wires.

His methodical moves didn’t seem interrupted by her
heartbreaking squeaks and feeble fidgeting. When he was done
fiddling with the wires, the big man gazed down at her for a
moment. Passed her an unmistakable wink.

Jewels raised her head slightly in curiosity. Why
would he wink?

Straightening, he sucked in a deep breath, looked at
her for another few seconds, then slammed the lid shut.


Chapter Two




ALL OF A SUDDEN THE CAR
STOPPED. The trunk
release lever clicked. The lid slowly rose.

Sunlight ousted the blackness. An influx of fresh
air cleansed the stuffy trunk. Lifelines of hope just in the nick
of time.

Jewels labored to retain consciousness. Continued to
breathe fast, deep breaths. Her body felt immense, as if wet
concrete was rapidly filling in the confining space around her,
crushing her chest. The pressure so intense she couldn’t even
wiggle her fingers or toes.

The car rocked side to side as doors opened, slammed
shut. A mixture of male voices, whispering, along with rapid
footsteps moving closer filled her ears. “Julia, you’re okay,” a
strong male voice calmly stated.

Jewels wanted to view the face of the man talking to
her, but couldn’t. Her eyelids were simply too heavy.

Suddenly a hand on her face, picking at the end of
the tape smashed under her left ear. After a moment of feverish
finger stabbing, the adhesive gag was slowly pulled off her
cheek.

Face contorting in misery, she whimpered. Tears
welled up. Imagined a bad facial wax job would hurt less.

Finally the tape was removed far enough to permit
her mouth to open. “Julia, it’s Gunnar. You’re okay. You’re
hyperventilating. I need you to slow your breathing. Compress your
lips like you’re going to whistle. Can you do that for me?”

Brows pinched with confusion, “G-Gu-Gunnar?” she
weakly stammered, a hint of hope in her voice. Her eyelids
flickered but were still much too heavy to open.

“That’s right, Julia. Now breathe for me, like you
want to whistle.”

Slowing her breathing, she blew air through pursed
lips as Gunnar instructed.

“Good girl. Keep breathing slowly and open those
beautiful eyes.

The sensation of her body being squeezed dissipated.
Feeling returned to limbs long with the muscular strength to wiggle
her fingers and toes. Gratitude flushed the inner fear. She was
going to be fine. Jewels opened her eyes. Gunnar’s handsome face
filled her view.

He flashed his best Viking smile.

“Shrek to the rescue,” she weakly celebrated with a
little giggle.

Chuckling, “Now that you can breathe, otherwise are
you okay?”

Dumbfoundment danced on Jewels’ face. “How in the
world did you find me?”

“Are you okay? I mean, physically, are you
okay?”

Jewels bobbled her head. “I think so, except for all
this duct tape.” She motioned with her head toward her silver
mummy-like bound legs. “Please get me out of this stuff. It really
hurts.”

“Doll, you were amazing,” another male voice boomed
with a tone of admiration as he stepped up to take a gander into
the trunk.

Jewels ruffled her brows, squinted. There was only
one person who called her Doll and got away with it. “Warren?”

“You really walloped poor Gunnar!”

Ripping a hearty Viking snort, “Yeah, I wasn’t
expecting to have a picture used as a guillotine. And no one has
ever burned me with a candle lighter before.”

The two men laughed boisterously in unison, as if
half drunk at a party.

Mass confusion bombarded Jewels’ mind, swelling
her bewilderment. “Excuse me? You were the guys in the ski masks? You two did this to me? Why?”

The men sobered. Stepped away from the trunk out of
Jewels’ sight.

A third man appeared. Placed his palms on the edge
of the trunk opening. Leaned in toward her. “I give you an A plus
for creativity. Loved the use of the frame as a weapon. I’m going
to add that as an example in my instruction,” he praised, raising a
hand and waving a finger victoriously in the air. He stood, stuffed
his hands into his skintight black Wranglers.

“Breaking the window to signal the burglar alarm was
also brilliant. Ditto for using the lighter to burn Gunnar’s mask.
But...,” he paused, shrugged, “hurdling the lawn furniture and deck
fence was so-so. Pretty average. As was throwing dirt in Gunnar’s
face. And all that jumping around with your legs bound together
just wasted a lot energy. Though I must admit,” he chuckled softly,
“it was wildly entertaining to watch.”

Jewels’ face deadpanned. “Marshall? You
watched
them do this to me?”

Ignoring her question, he continued his analysis.
“I’m not sure these guys have ever been called piss ants before,
and I love your faith in me. And, you’re right. I would hunt down
any piss
ant who ever hurt you
and they probably wouldn’t live to
tell about it.”

None of this made sense. Jewels was having
difficulty comprehending his words.

In obvious judgement Marshall folded his arms over
his iron chest. Continued to peer down at her. His eyes turned
cold, piercing. Face wooden.

Speechless, chaos swamped her features.

“But you panicked,” Marshall criticized, his tone
condescending as he wagged his head back and forth in
disappointment. “Gunnar was monitoring your vitals and had to abort
the test when you started to hyperventilate.”

“What?” Jewels’ eyes bugged.

“You were never in real danger. Gunnar was tracking your vitals through those
little pads he pasted on your body and then connected with
wires.”

Closing her eyes she swallowed hard, trying to
wrap her head around what was happening. After a moment, she
flashed her big blue eyes up at her hunky husband. “Marshall, this
isn’t fair. You’re supposed to tell me when you’re going to spring
a War Game on me and when you’re going to change the rules, like
adding your friends dressed in black and wearing ski masks. They
scared me half to death. I could have really gotten hurt in the
struggle. I don’t want to play any more. Blue dog, Marshall, blue dog.”

He hiked a brow in a questioning slant. “Who said
anything about a War Game? This was no War Game. It was a
test.
It’s a standard part of
the recruitment process. You’ve been begging me for weeks to get involved in
Wattershaw, and after much contemplation, I thought you were ready.
Obviously, I was wrong. Unfortunately, this is one of the few times
I’ve ever been wrong
about a candidate.”

Jewels’ muscles constricted, quivered with rage.
“Wrong?” She jutted her chin out, attempted to sit up, but the duct
tape was so tightly wound around her arms and legs even the
slightest movement was terribly painful. She ceased struggling,
collapsed helplessly in the same awkward side-lying position she
started. “You have no idea the depth of how wrong this is Marshall Watters,” she shrieked, her eyes
blazing murderously at him. “Take off this tape!”

He stood motionless, continuing to peer down at her
in judgement.

Momentarily she wiggled her severely bound body in
frustration. Her face glowed brilliant red with rage. “Now,
Marshall. Right now,” she demanded, her voice rising an octave.

 


 


MARSHALL GRINNED. He
did so love her tantrums. Such a little girl. Leaning over her, he
tenderly stroked the side of her face. Picked up the loose end of
the duct tape still stuck on her face. Laid it over her mouth and
firmly pressed it down to reinstate the cloth adhesive as an
over-the-mouth gag.

Batting her eyelashes in disbelief, “No, Marshall!
No,” she shrieked, her words escaping the reused tape. Shaking her
head back and forth, her nostrils rapidly expanded and contracted
sucking in much-needed air, sounding like a handsaw vigorously
cutting through a two-by-four.

With a viselike hold Marshall clutched her head in
his huge hands to steady it, used his thumbs to press the tape down
a second time, harder this time.

 


 


UNINTELLIGIBLE SQUEALS leaked from under the tightly applied duct tape.
Tears glazed over in Jewels’ eyes as she could do nothing but watch
her handsome husband inflict misery. The terror of Marshall’s
murdering twin, Matthew known as The Dentist, capsized her sanity. Was this man really
her
Marshall? And though his twin
was dead, could he have an evil triplet?

He stood erect, raked her with his eyes from head to
toe then slammed the trunk lid shut.


Chapter Three


GUNNAR SAT QUIETLY BEHIND THE
WHEEL. Warren rode
shotgun, both staring forward out the window.

Marshall climbed into the back, closed the door,
glanced down at the Breitling Bentley Special Edition watch Jewels
had given him a couple years ago. Just because, he remembered her telling him. A slight smile
crept across his face as he thought of his wife, but it faded
quickly. “Turn around. Pull into the driveway. Wait five minutes,”
he instructed dully, gazing out the side window.

 


 


BECAUSE GUNNAR and Warren were involved, Jewels nixed the idea
Marshall was actually a terrific look-alike masquerading as him.
No, the man who had just re-taped her mouth and cruelly kidnapped
her was none other than her hero husband. The one and only Marshall
Watters.

With the notion of an imposter Marshall ousted
from her mind, Chief Inspector Clouseau and Kato, characters from
the Pink
Panther movies, were all
she could think about as she lay helplessly bound and gagged in the
dark, hot trunk of a car on the move.

Once again she was like Clouseau being beaten by
Kato, who had been played so well by Marshall and now his cohorts.
Of course in the past, these games were supposedly for
her own
good. Meant to keep her
alert. Teach her not to panic. Now it seemed those previous games
of mild violence had augmented into some kind of
test
for recruitment. But recruitment to what and for what
purpose? Something to do with Wattershaw? Marshall never before
mentioned a test. Of course, why would he? Everything was
classified, at
least that’s what he told her every time she inquired about his
business.

“Recruitment, shmootment,” Jewels angrily spouted
under the confines of her over-the-mouth gag. Enough was enough.
She was tired of being ambushed. Handcuffed. Tied up. Gagged. And
now attacked by two of Marshall’s buddies ... evidently not only
with her husband’s approval, but under his direction. No wonder the
alarm system for the doors had been deactivated then the sirens
turned off when she broke the window. It was all Marshall’s
doing.

Well, it was over. No more War Games. No more
recruitment tests. No more being married to Marshall?

 


 


GUNNAR DROVE back to the house as Marshall had instructed. Parked the car
on the side driveway. Cut the engine. Turning around, he eyed
Marshall. “You were really tough on her. She was terrific. One of
the best recruits, if not the best recruit, we ever tested. Yet you belittled her. Your
own wife. And then you re-taped her mouth and locked her in the
trunk again. What the hell are you doing?”

Warren chimed in. “Marshall this has gone far
enough. She’s more than passed the test. It’s time to release
her.”

Marshall dropped his head into his hands, massaged
his temples.

“I’m letting her out,” Gunnar resolved, opening the
door.

Marshall grabbed Gunnar’s shoulder, glanced down at
his watch. “Not yet. She’s got two more minutes.”

Gunnar shot an I-can’t-believe-it glance at
Warren.

Warren vigorously shook his head in disgust and
disapproval. “Fuck the two minutes,” he spat, rolling out of the
car. Ripping open the back passenger door, “Come on, Marshall.
Either you release her right now, or I will.” His voice was firm.
Tone demanding.

Marshall raised his head. Gunnar was right. Any
other recruit who would have responded as well as Jewels had would
be celebrating passing the test with champagne and a dozen roses.
Plus a personal invitation to join an elite training team. But, no.
He had to belittle her, not only by bad-mouthing her, but by
leaving her uncomfortably restrained, gagged, and locked in a
black, virtually airtight confining space.

What was he
thinking? He reflected on everything Jewels had done right. How
during that terrifying abduction, she remembered her brain was the
weapon and everything else was just a tool. And she improvised the
use of tools like crazy. He was so proud of her.

The recruitment scenario had been intentionally
designed to set her up for failure. The test was not to see if
Jewels could elude her attackers, rather to see what she would do
in a no-win situation and how long she could endure it before she
cracked or, more accurately, hyperventilated.

Hyperventilation was deliberately induced via the
test. Yet Jewels’ test lasted a record six minutes and twelve
seconds longer than any other female candidate. And her creativity
for turning everyday household items into potential weapons was
unmatched, as was her athletic ability.

Still, he didn’t want anyone to say Jewels was
added to the team simply because she was his wife. He had to hold the standard higher for her
so there would never be a question in anyone’s mind as to her
worthiness, and if there was, Warren or Gunnar could set them
straight. Without a doubt what he did was a bit cruel, but also a
necessary part of the recruitment process, especially since she was his wife.

 


 


EVEN WITH THE vehicle stopped and engine cut, though she could hear
Marshall and his cronies speaking to one another, she couldn’t
distinguish their words. Muffled voices with the occasional slight
jostling of the car as bodies entered and exited was all she could
discern. Clearly the trunk had been lined with soundproofing
material. The bastards thought of everything.

Jewels had decided to call W. James Hiler, her
attorney on retainer, as soon as she was freed. “We’ll see who
panics then,” she murmured through the duct tape plastered over her
mouth.

Suddenly the trunk popped open.

Once again Jewels was bathed in sunlight and
showered with fresh air. She squinted. The outline of a well-built
man appeared before her.

It was Marshall. His big hand reached toward her
face.

Shrieking, she jerked her head, shying from his
anticipated touch.

A look of devilment ate his features. He shrugged.
“Okay. So now you want to stay
taped up?”

Eyes widening, she vigorously shook her head back
and forth. “No! No!”

Smirking, “I’m sorry, Honey, but this is going to
hurt,” Marshall cautioned an instant before quickly ripping the
tape off her face.

Jewels squealed. Tears swam over her eyes. The trail
of the tape being ripped off her face stung like rubbing alcohol
wiped across an open wound.

“Sorry, Honey, but I warned you.” He drew a
switchblade from his pants pocket, opened it. “I’ll cut the tape.
And, yes, pulling it off is going to hurt so I’ll let you do it
yourself. Now roll over and I’ll free your hands.”

Jewels said nothing, just did as he asked.

He sliced the tape engulfing her forearms. Stepped
back.

Letting out a sigh of relief spiced with a hint of
pain, she brought her arms forward. Pushed herself into a sitting
position. Rubbed her wrists. Rolled her shoulders.

Marshall remained bent over her, obviously ready to
assist if she asked.

Carefully she peeled off the tape, which hurt like a
rug burn.

“Can I help?” he offered, massaging her
shoulder.

Shrinking from him, Jewels quickly responded, “No,
thank you.” Methodically she shed the duct tape, little white
sticky squares, and wires dotting her body. Wadded them up. Tossed
them into the rear corner of the trunk.

“Ready for your legs?” Marshall asked, caressing her
bare thighs.

Stiffening at his touch, “Yes, please.”

Placing the razor-sharp blade between her bound
calves, he cautiously
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