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“I have found the one whom my soul loves”

- Song of Solomon 3:4
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To Ann - my love, my heart, my inspiration, my greatest fan. You gave me the courage to attempt this book. I love you!
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Prelude


[image: ]t took me three years to find my missing daughter- in-law. Here she stood, carrying a child in her arms. Unaware of my presence, Magdelina strolled through the market with a forlorn look in her downcast eyes.

Tears formed in the corners of my mind as I watched her every step 



Terror


At 18, my girlfriend became my wife. Though young, we loved each other more than anyone realized. I saw in Francis the ideal woman in every way. Beautiful, smart, and savvy in ways that made my friends envious. Together, we brought our son, James, into this world. I quickly learned that a family is expensive.

Mom and Dad helped as much as they could, which was never enough. I left school and worked at a manufacturing plant where they made top-of-the-line cabinets. The money helped, but it was Francis who made the difference.
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Never shy to get her hands dirty, she placed posters on a bulletin board in a downtown supermarket, looking to clean houses. She found more work than she could handle.

Mom and Dad babysat James and she cleaned palatial homes from a richer neighborhood than ours. I paid the bills and Francis saved her money. Her clients were influential and deferential to my wife. Even though she cleaned for them, they didn’t make her feel less important than themselves. After six years of saving, she revealed we had enough money for a good downpayment when we found a house. Our excitement overflowed.

Her cleaning job brought her into different areas of Fort Worth, and often she would see a realtor’s sign on the lawn of a home in that neighborhood. Always on the lookout for a bargain, one of her clients was the loan manager at First National Bank. He knew we were interested in getting our first home. What a godsend. A bungalow in his neighborhood had gone into receivership and wasn’t on the market yet The people had moved out, leaving their furniture behind because they owed money on it.

Mr. Jacobs, Francis’ client, gave her a heads-up. He already knew what we had in the bank and was prepared to give us the opportunity we so longed for. I had some savings and together with Francis’ account we had a little over $200,000 to pay for this house. He looked at us and smiled. “Francis and Daniel, that house with its contents is worth over three times that” He was still smiling, and we wondered if he was telling us to forget about it. “Francis, you have been working for us for over four years and never once complained. You always did whatever was asked of you. Daniel, you are married to a remarkable woman. Let’s say $190,100, and the house with the contents is yours, if you take possession
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immediately,” Francis almost fainted and I had to force my mouth shut. We were homeowners.

James loved the new yard, pool and patio. We loved the double-car garage. Francis and I settled into our new home. Though a neighborhood of upscale houses, the people were friendly, so we acclimatized, finding new friends. Now, backyard barbeques and helping neighbors to fix fences became our way of life. Friends and neighbors often invited us for a Saturday night card party or to just hang out. We grew with the community,

James played with neighborhood kids and matured before our eyes, becoming our shining star. We doted on him. He complained about school, but it was all a ruse. He wanted to go, even when he was ill. It made us laugh, listening to those complaints and watch his antics, rushing to catch the bus for school. He excelled in high school and then off to Texas A & M, studying environmental engineering on a scholarship from the Exxon Corporation. We were incredibly proud.

James graduated with honors the day I turned forty. I felt old. Where did my little boy go? He surprised us with a new wife, a beautiful woman seven years his senior, Magdelina Rohas. They moved into our basement apartment after they returned from their honeymoon. life seemed perfect for the four of us until a letter arrived that day, “No!” A scream erupted from the basement.

I rushed to see a sobbing Maggie staring at the letter, which had fallen to the floor. James hadn’t returned home yet, so I reached for the letter, seeing the word “PUTA” scribbled on the page. There was no signature, but the look of anguish and terror on Maggie’s face showed she knew the source.
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Magdelina

Magdelina began to tell us her story. She didn’t know her birth father, and her mother hinted it was just as well. For years, as Magdelina grew up, her mother provided for their needs. By high school, boys were making passes at her. With a smile, she would say thanks, leaving them wondering how to get noticed. Roberto used a different approach. Smart and good-looking, he knew coming on strong was out of the question. He asked for her help. Flattered that someone would recognize her brain and not only her beauty, she was easy pickings for him. Soon, they were going steady and when Magdelina finished her term, he asked her to marry him. After they returned from their honeymoon, both continued their classes. Magdelena, who believed their commitment and love was eternal, was devastated when Roberto’s temper flared a week later. Shouting while belittling her made Magdelina cringe in a corner as he ranted. Later, Roberto apologized, but this became a recurring pattern in their marriage. After two years of this living hell, Roberto walked in one day saying he wanted a divorce. “Magdelina, you are a worthless, Puta. Sex with you is like screwing a wet rag. Besides, you are uglier than a cow. I don’t know what I saw in the first place.” With that Roberto walked out of her life. Or so she thought.

Francis and I were stunned by this revelation. The pain on Maggie’s face said it all. James knew of her previous marriage but hadn’t cared. We vowed to protect her from this monster 

On their one-year anniversary, James announced that we were going to be grandparents. Laughter and joy filled our home that evening for the last time.

Three in the morning glass shattered with screams coming from the basement. I heard shots and the sound of someone being dragged up the stairs. Francis bolted out of the
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bedroom, catching a bullet in her chest. I grabbed her slumping body as it hit the floor. With overwhelming rage, I raced after whoever did this to my Francis. Four bullets slammed into me as I struggled out of the house, watching Magdelina being thrown into a van. I collapsed onto the lawn, my consciousness fading as I watched our house burn to the ground.

I survived, though the doctors shook their collective heads, wondering how. My appearance changed over the last three years and my ethics along with it. I had never fired a weapon, but now I was proficient in most firearms. I learned hand-to-hand combat from a former army ranger turned survivalist who had good connections in certain agencies. I had a well-rounded education thanks to Jordan.

I snapped out of my reverie as I watched Magdelina holding my grandchild across the square Watching her strolling from stall to stall, I noticed two tough-looking men only a few steps behind her. They weren’t there to protect her, only to make sure she couldn’t escape. The look of desperation etched on her face made my blood boil.
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Roberto


Roberto Santa Raphael considered himself above the law. His father, Enrico Raphael a district prosecutor in Lima Peru, had always made excuses for Roberto’s bad behavior. As an only child, he was spoiled, and it was evident when you got to know him. His father, though not all that high in the judicial system, had access to sensitive cases that the Cartels were sometimes interested in. He often made sure that a small piece of evidence disappeared before trial. His bank account benefited. No one seemed to notice or care 
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A birth defect left little empathy in Roberto’s psyche. He felt everyone was beneath him and he let them know it. He found out at twenty he could never father children, which infuriated him so much he beat the doctor who gave him the news. Only his dad’s interference kept him out of jail. When Roberto attended university in Lima, he raped a co-ed, who died. His father wondered if he had protected his son too much. Roberto was sent to California to attend UCLA, where he met Magdelina. He decided he had to have her. She let him know that she was discerning in her dating. Roberto always got what he wanted, so he showed unusual restraint until the wedding.

Roberto believed no one was better than him, so when her final marks came in significantly higher than his, it enraged him. Maggie had set the table for their supper when he came home after drinking with friends. “Bitch, what’s going on here? Don’t think I don’t know you’re screwing your professors behind my back? You think you are smart enough to get those marks on your own? You, Magdelina are a worthless piece of ass, a PUTA.” Maggie slumped in the corner, sobbing as Roberto raged.

The next morning, he apologized.

The abuse continued for almost two years. His final insult came when he said she was responsible for them not having children She never discovered his impotence 

––––––––
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Rescue

Through Jordan’s contacts in the State Department, we found where Roberto was hiding Magdelina. After three weeks of watching, I decided to make my move. I casually walked to a stall ahead of Maggie and her minders. “Ma’am, can you tell me if this is a good price?” Maggie stopped in her tracks. Her eyes lit up with hope.
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“Senor, back off and leave the senora alone.” One of the minders pushed me hard as he spoke. I executed a crushing blow to his throat which slammed him to the ground, gasping for breath. Minder number two tried to draw his weapon and met a similar fate. I reached out my hand to Maggie. “Let’s get out of here.” Determination flared in her eyes. Holding the child tightly to her chest, we ran.

“Daniel, why have you bothered? He will find James and I again.” Tears flowed down her cheeks, and I marveled at her beauty. Jordan flung open the side door of the van as we tumbled in. The baby cried at the unexpected commotion Tires screeched as the driver hit the gas 

“Where are we going?” Magdelina’s voice quivered. “Somewhere safe for now, then home, Maggie.”

My heart still pounded as the adrenalin slowly waned. I’d never hit a man before. I knew this wasn’t over.
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Jordan and Friends


Jordan had become a trusted friend to me when I needed one. His acumen and knowledge became my mainstay as he guided me through an unknown world. His contacts were men who worked within government agencies that had no name. He trained me relentlessly, turning me into what he characterized as a “Ranger”. I learned hand-to-hand combat, weapons and surveillance skills while mastering how to blend in. It meant hard work and sweat on my part. Turning to me now his only comment. “Let’s move. Hang on, we’re going ballistic.” With that, he hit the gas, throwing me against the rear doors. Maggie fared better as she remained seated. Jordan chuckled at my predicament 

A single-engine Cessna 172 Skyhawk sat on the runway, ready for takeoff. Our van screeched to a halt beside the
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aircraft, and we all scrambled aboard. Where we were going, only Jordan knew. “Our flight is a little over three hours north of here. We have a haven to rest and recover in, so we’re going to make the most of it.” The plane ascended toward our destination.

Light shone through the haze and clouds as we flew north toward Venezuela. The three-hour flight took over four- and-a-half hours before we reached our destination. The sun lay on the horizon as we touched down on what looked like a pasture. I realized I was looking at a concealed runway, with Astroturf as the carpeting. Houses, a barn and wooded area camouflaged what took place here.

“Welcome to Casa Diablo, my friends.” Jordan turned his head slightly to grin at us 

“There is no safer place that I know of.” Not sure what to say I nodded; Maggie’s face creased with worry.

––––––––
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Casa Diablo

Scary, isolated, they all described this oasis in the middle of nowhere. Cattle roamed the field where we landed, yet not one wandered onto the runway. I looked inquisitively at Jordan. “Sensors ten meters either side keep them off. When looking from the air nothing looks out of place.”

Two men armed with AK47’s peered around the barn. We taxied into the open barn doors; there I saw a Huey helicopter parked near the back. Half a dozen men efficiently worked on the rotor gear assembly. They looked up as the engine came to a stop. These were hard men in a place where those who survived needed all the tools at hand. The apparent leader jumped down. “Jordan, you son of a bitch, what the hell are you up to now?” I saw the quizzical look on his face.
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“Tory, this is Daniel, Magdelina and her child, James. We need your help.” This was a big ask because this wasn’t a home away from home. “What can you do?”

“Come over to the house and get settled We have another hour’s work on this beast, then we talk.”

The house was unlike any hacienda in South America. It was divided into various quadrants, making it look like several buildings, though connected. Jordan hinted that the basement was filled with electronics and told us they were out of bounds. Here in the middle of Communist Venezuela was a bastion of American surveillance like no other. The DEA along with the CIA had quietly set it all up over several years Smuggling parts across the border had been the easy part. Personnel were a little more difficult. Contractors and all materials came from recommended sources. No contractor knew what the other was doing. Casa Diablo lived up to its name. More than a dozen curious souls had disappeared over the years. No one in Venezuela or Washington knew of its existence.

A little over an hour later Tory walked in with a beer in his hand. “Okay, let’s see if we can help.” With that he settled into an oversized armchair.

Jordan started. “This is Daniel, his daughter-in-law Magdelina and grandson James. Do you remember a Roberto Raphael from a few years back?”

“What’s that worthless piece of shit got to do with this?”

“Tory, Magdelina was his wife before he divorced her. She remarried Daniel’s son and became pregnant. Roberto found out and killed both Daniel’s wife and son, kidnapping Magdelina. He wanted to claim the baby as his own. Daniel sought my help, and we tracked them down.” Tory looked from Daniel to Magdelina. “All we’re asking is a temporary refuge until we can settle this.”
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Smiling, Tory scratched his head and raised an eyebrow. “Only that, eh? Well, we can certainly provide a little assistance. Nothing physical mind you, information only.” His tone gave them hope.

“Any word yet?”

“Seems a disturbance happened at a market in Lima, Peru. I suppose this was the outcome.” They lived up to their purpose here in Venezuela. Information.

I looked Tory in the eye. “I respect what’s happening here, l won’t compromise this place. I will, however, be going after that prick. If you can give me an inkling of where he is, I’ll do the rest.”

“Not without me, Daniel Armstrong!” Magdelina grabbed my arm, turning me around. Her intense eyes captured mine. “James may have been your son, but he was my husband. I’m connected to all this. Francis wouldn’t have wanted you to go alone, either. They both deserve us collaborating. He won’t stop, Daniel. I don’t fear him, but I fear losing you.” Tears trickled from the corner of my eyes as I stared at her 

Training

The next day, Jordan and Tory started us on a refresher course. Having trained for three years with Jordan, Tory wanted to discover how prepared we were. Tough, no-nonsense ex-navy seals put us through rigorous calisthenics, watching sweat drip as we worked through the morning. Jordan stayed right with us, barely breathing hard as we ran the last leg of the course. I handled it well, but to everyone’s surprise Maggie looked like she could do this all day. The afternoon featured martial arts training. Another surprise, Maggie proved as proficient as anyone there. Tory and Jordan surveyed her.

That evening the onsite psychologist asked her why she had never tried to escape. “I had James with me. No
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matter what I may or may not have done, he was my only concern.” Her answer sufficed.

Maggie was a quick study when it came to firearms, her hand-eye coordination amazed us. Two weeks of our “Rest and relaxation” as Jordan put it, we were ready. Tory came through for us. Roberto had fled to the Nativitas suburb in Mexico City. We didn’t have an exact location. Magdelina’s and James rescue spooked him, now he hid out with a pair of hired guns. Apparently, the Cartel didn’t want anything to do with him, saying they wouldn’t protect him. His father only wanted the child, not his son, so disavowed Roberto. He would be easy pickings. So we thought.

Jordan agreed to run point, procuring what they needed when they reached their destination. Weapons were acquired through underground sources for cash. When in enemy territory you didn’t advertise your presence Five 9 mil CZP-01 compacts plus 2 Uzis gave more than enough firepower. Jordan picked up a couple of Kbar knives and 3 switchblades as well. He figured a blade was always handy.

We didn’t have a handle on Roberto’s address, only the neighborhood where he was hiding. Now we watched and waited to detect his movements. Maggie and I had both changed over the last few years. I saw a hardness in her that brooked no compromise. She told us that though they were safe for now, Roberto was more of a threat now than before. He wanted James, and Maggie, with all her maternal fierceness, wasn’t going to let that happen.



Discovery


Roberto held the upper hand in this suburb of Mexico City and shouldn’t be underestimated. We knew that he must have informants within the National Police, so we
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were cautious about our words and actions. Information flowed between the DEA and Mexican authorities, so we received scant information of sightings. With the Cartel washing their hands of him, he had nothing to lose. The Cartel had their own problems and decided his sacrifice would keep the Americans mollified for now.

One of Roberto’s lookouts spotted Magdelina and started trailing her. Her counter-surveillance training wasn’t what it should have been which made Magdelina easy to follow. Jordan watched her trackers discreetly. Maggie’s appearance was difficult to disguise, so they didn’t. Daniel didn’t want to use her as bait, but Jordan assured him they were watching her continually. They knew if Roberto got his hands on her again, he would show no mercy. He only wanted the baby.

The third day started normally. The streets bustled with shoppers and the sidewalk cafes were humming with the usual morning customers Maggie ordered a dark roast while watching for any sign of Roberto. Her coffee came and she guzzled it, noticing Jordan seated only a short distance away. She knew this had to finish soon. As she scanned the crowded sidewalk, a chair scraping made her turn. “Hello Magdelina, how are you feeling?” Roberto’s eyes gleamed with malevolent glee. “Feeling dizzy? Here let me help you.” Maggie jumped, crashing into a waiter. Unable to keep her balance, she could barely breathe, let alone scream. The coffee had been drugged.

Jordan realized Roberto sat at Magdelina’s table. Almost 100 feet away, he realized racing across the crowded street in time to help was impossible. He casually strolled their way. He saw Maggie leap from her seat then stumble into a waiter and fall back down. It happened so quickly, other patrons sitting at the surrounding tables thought she had fainted. Jordan knew better.

[image: ]


He called Daniel immediately, giving the location via his GPS. An ambulance pulled up and Maggie was herded onto a stretcher and whisked away. He had no idea where they were taking her. Jordan followed in his rented Volkswagen Rabbit. He knew Daniel wouldn’t be far behind.

Weaving in and out of traffic, the ambulance arrived at the back door of a cheap hotel. An armed policeman stood guard. Jordan pulled up just out of sight, reflecting that this was turning into a nightmare of epic proportions. If the National Policia were involved, they would be screwed. Jordan watched, hoping Daniel would show up soon. They lifted Magdelina’s stretcher out of the ambulance and wheeled through the service entrance. Squealing tires made Jordan reach for his pistol. Daniel appeared from the driver’s door of the still moving Honda Civic and raced toward the hotel.

The Policia guard noticed him and let out a shout while snapping off a shot in Daniel’s direction. The bullet went wide and before he could readjust his aim, Daniel tackled him. He didn’t stand a chance. Daniel kept moving knowing that shot would alert those inside. His concern was for Maggie, making him reckless with his own safety. Through the open doors he could see three men. One was Roberto. Hate for this vile creature and fear for Magdelina’s safety gave him courage. Two shots came his way as he barreled into them slashing left with his Kbar and stabbing to his right. Both gunmen died almost simultaneously. Roberto quivered, knowing no mercy could be expected from this blood-soaked demon.

Raising his Ruger .44, Roberto felt a new kind of agony rip through him. A knife was protruding from his stomach and Magdelina’s hand clutched the hilt. Still groggy, she’d the presence of mind to pull the hidden weapon from her belt and plunged it into Roberto. Daniel beamed at her. Jordan arrived in time to watch Daniel slump to the floor. Blood smeared his chest from two gunshot wounds. They
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had found their mark. Jordan’s face turned white as he watched his friend’s life ebbing away.

“Don’t you die on me, Daniel Armstrong.” Maggie screamed as she cradled his head on her lap “Don’t just stand there!” She aimed her strangled cry at Jordan.

He already had an ambulance called, so he dialed a retired surgeon he knew who did favors for those in need. Daniel clung to life while Maggie put pressure on the blood- soaked rag she held to his chest. Jordan grabbed Daniel, lifting him onto the gurney that had held Maggie. Then he flung Roberto onto the same gurney and strapped both side by side. They were barely clinging to life. He loaded them into the ambulance and took off.

Swerving through the crowded streets, Jordan arrived at the clinic within ten minutes. Three attendants grabbed the overloaded gurney, wheeling it into the nearest trauma room. Dr. Wiess met them. “Operating room two, both patients, stat. Jordan, you and the lady wait here.” He turned, following the gurney inside.

Dr. Wiess took one look at Daniel and had the portable x-ray take pictures in real time as he was cutting open his chest. One look was enough. Daniel’s left lung had taken a hit with one of the rounds, while his heart had been punctured with bone fragments from a rib that had shattered on entry of the bullet. His right lung, though functional, had a tear in the lower lobe.

Dr. Wiess’s assistant worked on Roberto. The numbers on Roberto’s monitor skyrocketed. He arched his back, then fell onto the operating table and life ebbed out of him. Wiess’s assistant shook his head, noting there wasn’t anything they could’ve done. Dr. Wiess, ever the opportunist, told him to harvest the heart and lungs from the body and crossmatch it with Daniel’s, stat.
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Hope


Magdelina and Jordan paced in the lobby, frantic to know what was happening behind the operating room doors. Maggie placed blame for everything on her own shoulders. Jordan wasn’t the best at counselling distraught women, so stayed quiet. He told her that Daniel wouldn’t want it any other way. “You know, I think Daniel loves you. He would give his life for you or the baby.” This brought more tears to Maggie’s eyes. This wasn’t what she wanted to hear; she wanted Daniel to live.

Dr. Wiess burst through the doors. “Jordan, how quickly can you set up a flight to Houston and the Heart Institute there? Daniel stands a chance, but he only has a twelve- hour window and it’s closing fast.”

Jordan jumped to his feet. “The DEA has a Lear on standby, I’ll make the call.”

Attendants moved Daniel’s gurney along with life support equipment to the waiting ambulance. An oversized, temperature-controlled cooler went with them. Pulling onto the runway of a private airfield outside the city, the attendants transferred Daniel to the already waiting plane. Maggie and Jordan scrambled in, only barely in their seats as the Lear started to roll. These boys weren’t wasting any time. It was about two and a half hours to Houston, where a medical team awaited Daniel’s arrival. They had a long wait ahead of them.

“Why is it every man I’ve ever cared about dies on me?” Magdelina’s agony poured forth as she thought of Daniel in the operating room 

“Look Maggie, the best team of surgeons in the world are in there. Daniel’s chances of surviving this are excellent. Your son is being flown here as we speak. A kid sort of spooks those rough and tough hombres. Ever watch a DEA agent who can handle a shootout with the Cartel,
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fall apart if he has to change a diaper? It’s not pretty.” Maggie managed to smile through her tears. Jordan proved to be a friend she and Daniel could count on.

The hours crawled by as they anxiously waited for word on Daniel. At three in the morning an exhausted Dr. Reynolds appeared in the waiting room. “I won’t ask where the heart and lungs came from, but they were a perfect match. He’s going to be here for the next couple of weeks to monitor his progress. He’ll be asleep for hours so rest as best you can. There’s a couple of recliners at the nurse’s station that you guys could use The nurse will let you know when he wakes up.”

Magdelina sobbed in relief. Over the past days her respect for Daniel had morphed into love. Feelings she thought were beaten out of her started to emerge. She would be at Daniel’s side when he woke up and if he wanted, after that.

––––––––
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Recovery

Daniel slowly climbed to consciousness as if crawling through a dense fog. Pain stabbed at him. What had happened? As the mist of anesthetic cleared, his eyes focused, on the woman sleeping a few feet from his bed. Watching her face, Daniel knew he would travel through hell to keep her safe.

“Daniel, you’re awake.” Maggie’s eyes flew open. “How long have you been staring at me?”

“I woke up a few minutes ago. I hurt like hell. I think an elephant crushed my chest.” Maggie laughed for the first time since this ordeal began. Tension drained as she gently wrapped her arms around him. Her whole body glowed with the love she felt for him. Jordan watched from the hallway, grinning.
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Daniel would remain in the hospital another two weeks, according to Dr. Reynolds. Rejection of the new heart and lungs were the main concern. Daniel proved to be a model patient, especially since Maggie never left his side. By day two Daniel walked down the hall for the first time with a nurse on one side and Maggie on the other. Daniel felt like he had run a marathon when he collapsed on his bed after ten minutes. The nurse quipped, “Not bad, we’ll have you up again in two hours’ time all right?” Daniel winced and Magdelina laughed.

By day four, all fears concerning Daniel’s health had retreated. He got stronger every time he walked. Magdelina struggled with exhaustion and still blamed herself for being in this position. “Maggie.” The voice echoed as if through a wind chamber as she turned bleary eyes toward Daniel. “I am in love with you and wanted you to know.” Jerking awake she leapt from the chair and crossed to Daniel, engulfing him in her arms. Their first kiss sent shivers throughout her whole being.

“Daniel, I’ve waited so long to hear those words. My heart is overflowing with love for you.” They sat for several minutes, basking in their declaration of love. Later, when Maggie left with Jordan to pick up James for a visit, both their faces glowed with the joy of it.



––––––––
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Finale


The safe house the DEA used in Houston resided in the industrial section of the city. It looked more like a rundown tenement, but it served its purpose. No self-respecting member of the Cartels would suspect this was where their Ops were compromised. Jordan drove, chatting to Magdelina asking if she thought of Daniel and her coming onboard. “You have a lot of sway with him, Maggie. He asked if she had considered her and Daniel coming on board. Think about it.”
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“Jordan, we love you like a brother, but the sooner life gets back to some sort of normal, the better.” Jordan chuckled, noticing she’d answered for both of them. She’d started to think like a couple. He wanted to see them start their new lives together.

As he neared the safe house, he feared the worst. An unfamiliar sedan sat near the entrance, with Louisiana plates and the engine still running. Opening the glove box, he pulled out his Beretta, pointing to a spare beside it for Maggie. Exiting his car twenty feet from the rear bumper, a shot rang out, hitting Jordan in the temple. Maggie dove out the passenger door 

Four more shots hit the vehicle. “I have James, no harm will come to him. Stay out of my way.” Maggie shuddered as she recognized Enrico’s voice. This wasn’t Cartel. This was him wanting a grandchild. Two gunmen cautiously walked toward Maggie’s vehicle with Enrico grasping a struggling James. Rage, like nothing she had ever felt before engulfed her. Slowly rising from her concealment, her pistol fired as if by its own accord. Both gunmen died from well-placed shots. Enrico saw the ferocity of a mother bear protecting her cub with her life.

“I know the Cartels wouldn’t have anything to do with this, so who else is there?” Maggie’s voice remained calm. Enrico, always the prosecutor, had never faced an attacker head on. A dark stain crept down his legs. Death in the form of Magdelina and her gun stood a few feet away. He was looking at death.

“Roberto’s mother wants a grandchild. This is the only way!’ The tears that coursed down his cheek couldn’t hide the glint in his eye Maggie ducked in time as a shot took Enrico in the chest. Maggie let off four well placed shots that dropped the shooter. James wailed as he dropped to the ground 
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Running to scoop him into her arms, she hugged him closely. The adrenaline would soon wear off. Maggie looked around at the carnage that could only be laid at the feet of Roberto and his father. Four bodies lay scattered inside, attesting to the failure of protocols. Jordan was dead. She and Daniel had lost a loyal and caring friend. Maggie clutched James and allowed the tears to flow.

Later that evening, Maggie and James arrived back at the hospital. Daniel had refused sleep medication as he wanted to be awake to see them both. Security seemed extremely tight, but everyone was mum when he asked. Bleary eyed, he sat looking at the hallway. He first saw Magdelina as she got off the elevator. Elation turned to anxiety when he saw the tears and lines on her face. “We’re okay.” She cried as he put his arms around them both. “I don’t want to lose anyone else. Oh, Daniel just hold me. You are my rock.”

“Maggie, I promise to love you and James for eternity.”

Daniel left the hospital three weeks after surgery. Magdelina chastised him for not taking the wheelchair. Though both the nurse and Maggie supported him outside, he felt more in control now. Jordan’s death had hit him hard. He confided in Maggie, finding not only a lover but also a friend. His abilities would be tested further with physiotherapy. It would take weeks before he returned to full health.

But life was different now. He missed Jordan, but he, Maggie and James were a family. He took both their hands and they walked into their future together.


[image: ]Predator

[image: ]he young woman hiked along the wooded trail behind her home next to the pine forest near Sattler, Alberta. Yellow eyes followed every step that she took toward where he

lay crouching. Images of others came to his mind as he watched and waited.

Julia, never saw or even noticed the beast that hid behind the willow bush next to her path. In her pocket Julia kept a small can of hair spray as a deterrent to anyone who might want to harm her. Suddenly the bushes parted with Julia screaming as the creature started to lunge for her. The hair spray misted into those piercing yellow eyes, instantly blinding and causing severe pain, to this animal who now loped away with his damaged eyes. Julia ran all the way home.

Phoenix, Arizona. Diane wandered the streets helping the homeless in the decrepit alleys just of main street. To her caring for the less fortunate was what Diane was all about. All of those who lived there knew her, protected Diane from most of the harmful elements within the camp. From the doorway those same piercing yellow eyes followed every step that she took. She strolled from site to site, handing each a bottle of water and a box of Granola bars, always smiling asking how they were doing that day. Toothless smiles along with thanks followed her as she came ever closer to the door at the end of the alley. To them she was their guardian angel and had been for more than three years now. Everyone loved her.
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The creature patiently waited as she approached where he lay in ambush. Her back was turned as he lunged. Diane dropped to the ground a second before his attack. He missed his prey. Turning around with snarling teeth he came at her once again. Something struck the side of his head knocking him out Diane couldn’t stop screaming 

Mesa, New Mexico. Reeling from a dose call with a careless driver, Sara stepped back onto the curb and decided to go through the park instead. It was if something was drawing her toward the path along side the shrubbery that had been planted to make the park a more pleasant place to be. The city planners wanted to expand the shopping center next to the park but Sara was taking up a petition to stop this. She strolled along the walkway unaware of the danger looming just ahead. Those piercing yellow eyes watched each step she took and waited.

Sara’s father was part Cheyenne, so she had grown up on the stories of evil spirits embodied in humans and animals alike. She turned at the snarl and watched with fear in her very soul as this horror came toward her. Suddenly as if a light blasted from on high, this monster disappeared. What had she seen?

Raymond’s headaches had gotten worse lately. Visions or nightmares always precluded an attack as he tried to wrestle with the growing problems within his head. He had been to several doctors who had all told him there was nothing wrong with him, he was just having anxiety attacks nothing more. He wasn’t so sure.

Raymond Helmsley, thirty-five years old, was a highly successful stock broker for the past ten years on Wall Street. Highly motivated, Raymond was worth millions yet he always felt incomplete. Some said he was too good looking for his own good, others, that he had no personality outside of the office. What no one understood was that Raymond was shy to a fault. Around women, Raymond
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more or less felt inadequate, unable to communicate his true feelings to even those he felt comfortable around. Women were drawn to him but just as quickly left, feeling that he was not at all what he seemed.

The dreams that terrified him were always the same. He was a predator with piercing yellow eyes waiting to pounce on his unsuspecting victims. So far there had been three. He always felt a tug with each one of them. What did he not know? Was he really a demented killer or just having nightmares?

“I have to find out what’s happening to me. What am I supposed to do?” Raymond asked Mara, his older sister by only a few hours. “Mom and Dad wouldn’t understand if I ever told them. They would tell me to go see a shrink. Guess what, I have been there, done that. They were absolutely no help at all.”

“Well little brother, let’s start working out the reasons for your visions. You must have written a lot down on what transpired in those dreams, if I know you and I think do. So, let’s start at the beginning.” Mara liked to kid Raymond that he was and always would be younger than her 

“Believe it or not, I was in Statler, Alberta watching this beautiful young woman approaching as I hid behind a willow bush. I noticed her walking toward me and wanted her. She should have been mine, I thought. As I leapt at her, she sprayed something into my eyes blinding me instantly and I ran. When I woke up in the morning my eyes were burning like hell.” Mara sat there just staring at her brother, wondering where all of this would lead. Probably nowhere.

“A few days later I was in Phoenix, Arizona watching another beautiful young woman helping the homeless in an alley off of the main street there. When I lunged at her for some reason she dropped to the ground and
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I missed my chance at her. As I turned back to her, I was hit in the head by what I don’t know. I woke up in the morning with a bump the size of the Empire State Building along with a terrible headache to boot.

“Day before yesterday I was Mesa, New Mexico watching another beautiful woman walking through the park as I crouched behind some shrubs, waiting to attack her. As she approached where I lay hidden, I snarled, then leapt at her. The next thing I was blasted by a tremendous burst of light. My back was burned as if I had been in the sun all day when I woke up. This shit is driving me right around the bend!”

Mara was shocked by what she heard from her sibling. Could he be some sort of a demon or what? What was happening to him? “Raymond, could I take the notes that you wrote down and look them over? Maybe between the two of us we can find some sort of an answer to all of this.”

“Sure, Sis, anything at all. I have had to take a leave of absence from the office until this gets straightened out. Right now, I’m a real mess.”

“I love you, Raymond. Hang in there. Give me a couple of days, then I’ll be back. Why don’t you go on up to Lake George for a few days to mom and dad’s cottage? I will meet you up there. You can relax a bit and maybe all the stress you are having right now will dissipate, helping to clear your head.”

“Will do, and love you more, Sis.” Raymond hugged Mara as she left his apartment to pursue her own investigation into what was happening to her brother.

Social media was really Mara’s thing. She had gone onto grad school getting a Masters in Computer Forensics with a minor in Physic Phenomenon. So now she started to troll the web to find out about the specific information that her
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brother had written down so meticulously. Raymond had always been someone to jot down what was happening while always keeping detailed notes about everything. This may help. She doubted that what he was saying was anything, but what was in his own mind’s eye but what the hell ‘I am his only living sibling and if i can help him I will.’

The notes detailed Statler, Alberta first Googling incidents in past few weeks in and around this community she got a hit that if she didn’t have it written on paper in front of her would have missed the story completely. A woman had been attacked, apparently behind her home by a furry creature crouching on all fours. She fended him off with a can of hair spray which she had squirted directly into his eyes. He had run off and disappeared. The woman’s name was Julia Simpson,

‘Holy shit! This really can’t be true, can it?’ was all that Mara could think of. Her brother was there or at least in his mind’s eye he had been.

‘What am I going to find out next? I hope that all of this isn’t for real?’ Still Mara googled Phoenix, Arizona next. A woman named Diane Watson had been in an alley off main street helping the homeless, giving them food and water. The attack was exactly as her brother had described it. ‘What in the hell’s going on?’ Mara was not only in shock but totally mystified by these two accounts from totally differing sources. ‘What else am I going to find out as I go forward?’

Mesa, New Mexico, now came as no surprise as she Googled the incident that her brother, had described in his notes. Apparently, the young woman was walking in the park when this creature had stepped out from behind some shrubs stopping her in her tracks. The next instant a beam of light had hit the back of the beast who then seemed to have disappeared into thin air 
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All of these incidents were on record through police reports at the time they happened. ‘I have to find out why this was happening to my brother, and fast.’ was her immediate reaction 

Mara was able to discover a lot on social media about these three individual women. Similarities started to appear. All were beautiful with caring personalities who went out of their way to help others, where and whenever they could.

Julia Simpson was a high school teacher who volunteered at the hospital and nursing homes in the area. She was twenty-nine, a single mother with a son who was five- years-old.

Diane Watson, worked as a law clerk for a large law firm in the Phoenix area but had also started a foundation to help the homeless. She would go down at least once a week to distribute food and clothing to those who needed it the most. She would be thirty-one on her next birthday.

Sara Morningstar was a social worker who supported her extended family, as she called the group home. With grants from the local community, Sara, made the most of what she had. Many who sought her help were from the nearby reservation. Many of these were young Native women who were either pregnant or needed to find themselves after having lived out on the streets. Her hands were full. The whole community supported her efforts, still it was never enough.

All of these women seemed to have one thing in common, Raymond, her brother. ‘I wonder ... ?’ Pondered Mara.



––––––––
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The Casino


Raymond decided he really needed to get away and take some time for himself. Taking, Mara’s advice, he headed out of town the next morning toward Lake George in
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the Northern part of New York. His parents kept their summer home on a quiet part of Lake George. The terror and loneliness still lingered in his troubled mind. How could this possibly be happening to him? The nightmares terrified him to his very soul. What was he? Demon or just plain demented? Raymond desperately needed to find out.

Driving north along the interstate, Raymond noticed a turnoff for the Predator Casino just off of the highway toward the Seneca Reservation. For some unknown reason Raymond felt a strong pull toward the parking lot. It was now nine o’clock in the evening.

Entering the Casino’s parking lot, Raymond noticed that the light standard he had parked under had started to flicker. ‘Just my luck the power is going to go out.’ were his only thoughts 

“Welcome to the Predator’s Casino, sir. If there is there anything that we can get you, please don’t hesitate to ask.” Victoria, the receptionist smiled shyly at Raymond, while giving him a seductive wink. The elderly matron who stood close by noticed the exchange and frowned. “Careful with who you are trying to seduce, Victoria. You can never tell who they might be, remember the last time.”

“Mom, he has this protective spirit surrounding him. I can tell. Don’t you feel it too?” Victoria asked with a slight frown on her face. She had felt an aura that seemed to encompass this strange man, while also noticing that he was very good looking. It was as if he was not a real person 

“I am not so sure.” Motioning for the head of security to come over, Margery, Victoria’s mother said, “George, watch that man carefully but discreetly, see where he goes and who he talks to. It may be nothing but I just have a strange feeling about him and I want to be sure.”
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“Ma’am, I will let our entire team know to observe. If there is anything strange at all we will definitely notice. Is he a threat? Should we be prepared to use force?” George questioned Margery 

“No, just observe for now. I think we need this time for reflection as we study his moves or motives.”

Raymond had never been in a casino before and the sounds tended to overwhelm him as he strolled through the aisles between the slot machines. Stopping at a $5.00 machine he pulled out a twenty-dollar bill, ready to insert it into the slot machine, now he was completely confused. ‘What do l do now?’ Turning to the lady behind him who was concentrating intently on her own slot machine he asked. “How do you play this, Ma’am?”

Gladys turned around slightly annoyed at being disturbed while she concentrated on her own play. When she saw this good-looking man asking for her help, Gladys couldn’t help but blush a bit. “Well, Mister, you do have put your money into that slot there first so that you can start to play. Next you have to make your bet with these buttons here, then you either pull that lever or press this button. That activates the slot machine. You will see on the screen what you have to get to win on this machine, five of a kind to win. You picked the toughest slot machine in the whole casino, mister. So good luck.”

“Raymond.”

“Gladys.” She shook his hand and smiled back.

With a knowing smile that told her, she had done a good deed, Gladys turned back to her own slot machine. She felt a tingle when she shook this stranger’s hand and noticed that the lights had flickered
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