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 PROLOGUE

THE OUTSKIRTS OF

NEW GREENSBURGH, UTAH.

Security was tight. More so than usual. More
than necessary for a warehouse of academic publications created for
elementary-age children.

Armed men wearing suits guarded the doors.
Cameras and recording devices prohibited. Cell phones powered down
and checked at the entry. Fingerprint recognition scanners verified
identification. Instead of the standard walk-through metal
detectors, full body scanning booths were employed.

The Freedom Preservation
Sentinels covertly operated under the front of Big Shots for Little Squirts educational books. Its web site and subscriber e-mail list
communicated encrypted information to members throughout the
country. And the world.

The company’s
executives from all
fifty states gathered for the semi-annual shareholders convention.

This would be the secret militia’s last
meeting with its top leadership before Operation Liberty Bell went
live. Before Armageddon was released across the United States.
Before career politicians were ousted and replaced by patriots.
True patriots. Citizens who loathed the current state of affairs
and longed to restore the constitutional principles of the Founding
Fathers.

The hum of conversation filled the hollow
warehouse. Nearly three-hundred attendees, dressed in their Sunday
best, waited for the meeting to begin.

Commander Rutger Levan glanced at his
wristwatch. 07:53. Looking presidential in his black suit, white
shirt, and red tie, he strolled across the elevated stage to the
pulpit and gazed at the people mingling. Men and women from all
walks of life and all socioeconomic levels. Truck drivers.
Physicians. Mechanics. Computer programmers. Real estate brokers.
Car dealers. Retired and active duty military, members of law
enforcement and federal agencies. Even a high-ranking officer from
the prestigious Militia Threat Assessment Force. All united for one
cause. For one nation under God…

Such was the sophistication of the militia’s
ongoing ability to successfully operate under the radar.

He tapped the microphone with his finger a
few times.

The baritone
thump-thump captured the
attention of attendees.

A hush fell over the room.

“Fellow patriots, if you will find your
seats, the meeting will commence at oh-eight-hundred hours
sharp.”

He watched the sea of Sentinels swiftly and
orderly file into their seats. Pride swelled. His brainchild was
progressing on schedule. After today, the next time he would see
most of these people he would be President Levan,
Commander-in-Chief of the United States of America.

 


• • •

 


AFTER AN INVOCATIONAL PRAYER was given and
the Pledge of Allegiance recited, Rutger addressed his followers.
His part preacher, part politician, part motivational speaker
delivery of a rousing oration lasted twenty minutes.

“Thank you and may God bless America once
again.” He ended his speech, waved, and blew kisses.

The crowd leaped to their feet in a standing
ovation.

“Thank you so much.” After basking in the
roar of applause for a good fifteen seconds, Rutger gestured for
the people to take their seats. “Now I’d like to share an overview
of a top secret project I’ve been planning to bring to fruition for
nearly a decade.”

The congregation settled into their
seats.

“This project, though it may sound
unbelievable at first, is not a pipe dream, rather a reality in the
making…” a grin twisted the scar on his right cheek, “and I’m not
talking about me becoming the next President of the United
States.”

Numerous chuckles floated through the
air.

Rutger cued a PowerPoint
slide of a map of the United States which
appeared on the huge white screen behind him.

“Three years ago, I challenged the leader of
each state to recruit ten sharp shooters. Provide them with a .50
caliber rifle. Hone their shooting skills.”

Ten tiny red dots scattered throughout every
state materialized on the map, each dot representing a shooter.

“Once those sharp shooters were trained, I
added the challenge to provide each of the five-hundred marksmen
with the tools to recruit and train ten more,” he said, restating
the facts those in attendance already knew.

“Which, my loyal friends, I’m pleased to say
you have achieved commendably. Give yourselves a hand.” He stepped
back from the mic and clapped for a few moments.

Returning to the microphone, Rutger extended
his arms and held on to the sides of the wooden podium. “We, the
Freedom Preservation Sentinels, now have a small but mighty force
of fifty-five-hundred well-trained patriots ready, willing, and
able to take back our country.”

More red dots splattered the map.

The people went wild clapping, many leaping
to their feet and whistling.

He held up his index finger to silence them.
“Now imagine each of those precision shooters firing nuclear-tipped
ammunition at high value targets, such as police headquarters and
government buildings.”

The audience gasped. Whispers filtered
through the air. Some of disbelief. Others of intrigue.

“You heard right,” Rutger confirmed with a
confident smile. “I’m talking about a .50 caliber cartridge
delivering a mini atom bomb. Each nuclear-tipped cartridge, or NTC,
packing an explosion capable of leveling up to a city block.

“Imagine on July
second, the day the
Continental Congress voted for our country’s independence,
five-thousand five-hundred NTCs exploding at precisely the same time all across the
U.S.” He turned and pointed to the massive map.

Chatter buzzed throughout the room.
Excitement electrified the air.

“Now imagine each shooter
with five NTCs.
Each NTC targeting a key law enforcement or government building or
military installation.”

Twenty-seven-thousand five-hundred brilliant
red dots covered the map. The sight was jaw-dropping.

To the thrill of his followers, for the next
ten minutes Rutger continued to paint vivid pictures of victory in
overthrowing the government.

However he purposely neglected to mention
two key points. NTC was simply a theory on paper. And its author,
Dr. Burnside, had yet to be found.

Without Dr. Burnside—without the explosive
rifle ammunition—Operation Liberty Bell didn’t stand a lobster’s
chance in boiling water of surviving.

The nuclear physicist who
had gone into hiding years ago had
to be found. Soon. Very soon.

Nearly thirty-thousand nuclear-tipped rounds
still had to be manufactured. Then shipped to arrive at their final
destinations well before July second.

Weeks behind schedule, pressure building,
and time running out, the project was approaching critical mass.
Rapidly.

If the coup failed, Rutger’s followers would
judge him and his closest confidants worthy of the firing squad.
And would rightfully follow through with the executions.

With so much at stake, failure was not an
option.

Tomorrow Commander Levan would reallocate
resources and ramp up the search for Dr. Burnside, joining in the
hunt himself.


 ONE

 


IT WAS OVER. DONE.
TERMINATED. Five months ago, on Mandi’s
fortieth birthday no less, Frederick dropped the big one. The
Hiroshima bomb of marital bliss.

So much for
till death do us part.

As if the utter destruction of her life
wasn’t enough, two weeks ago he unloaded a second bomb. The bastard
had the cajones to make sure his wedding announcement arrived in
her mailbox the same day their divorce was finalized. That was the
tipping point. The declaration of war.

Time for a counterstrike …
and when better to attack than just minutes after he and the
two-bit tramp were pronounced man and
wife.

Mandi legally concealed a
loaded .357 snubnose revolver in her
evening bag. She wore the slinky black dress and peep toe pumps that used to make Frederick’s dick
jump to attention. Her golden locks flowed around
her slight shoulders and her bangs were
styled in that mischievous mussed up look he found irresistible.
Perfectly sculpted eyebrows, eye shadow,
and eyeliner played up her bedroom eyes.
Pale pink lips shimmered like crystallized carbon.

She was
dressed to kill.

As Mandi paced at the side
of her car, the methodical click-clack of her stilettos echoed in
the underground parking garage of the courthouse. For the umpteenth
time, she mentally rehearsed her final words to Frederick
and Bouncy Boobs.
She visualized their blood-seeping bodies sprawled on the concrete.
Rehashed what she would say to the 9-1-1 operator while calmly
sitting in her car waiting to be arrested.

She practiced the
old measure twice cut once philosophy. More like measure three or four or ten times, a
habit she acquired at MIT while earning her doctorate in nuclear
physics.

“Obsessive,” Frederick used to chide when
she checked, double-checked, and quadruple-checked every detail for
the countless parties they hosted for his highfalutin clients.
Parties that always came together like clockwork thanks to her
tireless attention to detail.

She anticipated the
outcome of this party to be equally successful.

Consulting her wristwatch,
she noted the time: 4:37. By a quarter to five it
truly would be ‘till
death do they part.’

Once again she analyzed the garage … the
kill zone.

Floor to ceiling concrete. No natural light.
Fluorescent tubes randomly flickered and buzzed as if manipulated
for eerie effects in a slasher movie. Cement pillars with the
number three painted in green were evenly spaced about every thirty
feet. The smell of tire rubber and motor oil reminded her of
Grandpa’s old service station.

Frederick had parked his spotless Corvette
about fifty feet from the elevator. For strategic positioning,
Mandi parked in the opposite row between the elevator and
Frederick’s car.

She would wait to confront the couple until
they were almost directly in front of her and out in the open. Too
far away from the elevator or Frederick’s Corvette to run for cover
in either direction. With her targets at such close range, she
wouldn’t miss. A double-tap in the heart to each would leave a
single bullet in her five-shot revolver, just in case…

Aside from his Stingray and her Mercedes,
only two other vehicles were parked on the entire floor. Apparently
nearly everyone left early on Friday.

Perfect.

The newlyweds would be forced to walk right
into her trap. Right into the iron sights of her gun.

With the ambush set, she held her head high
and walked with a bit of a snap in her gait as she returned to her
car. Opened the door and eased into the cockpit. She savored the
rich scent of leather cradling her body. Indulged in the fine
craftsmanship and high-tech gadgetry surrounding her.

This was the last time she would sit behind
the wheel of her luxury sedan. The last time she would wear a
cocktail dress, high heels, diamonds, or makeup.

Mandi had resigned to spending the rest of
her life in prison. Maybe even getting the needle, the price of
victory in this personal war.

Unable to sit for more than ten seconds
without fidgeting—another quirk Frederick found annoying—she slid
out of her car, gun in hand. Stepped behind the nearest cement
pillar. Peeked around the corner, focusing on the elevator doors
located several vacant parking spaces to her right.

Lying in wait, she clenched the molded grip
of the handgun, muzzle aimed at the floor. Her pointer finger,
indexed above the trigger guard, quivered ever so slightly.
Perspiration dampened her palms. Her heart pounded triple-time in
her ears. Throat dried. Breathing slowed. Any second the elevator
doors would open.

“Don’t make me slit your throat,” a baritone
voice grated.

“Ahhh!” Violently grabbed from behind, her
balance lost in four-inch stilettos, her legs churned to regain
control. Hands flailed at his crushing hold. The cold edge of steel
pressed against her neck.

Her attacker slammed the back of her skull
into his solid chest. His hot breath blasted down the front of her
plunging neckline.

She squinted and clenched her teeth. The
fingernails of her left hand dug into his wrist as she attempted to
beat him in the face with her revolver.

“Gimme that.” He ripped the handgun from her
sweaty palm.

With her plans for murder
interrupted, a firestorm of emotion swept over her. Rage.
Self-pity. Gratitude? Would I really have
shot two people in cold blood?

“If you want to live, shut up, and do
exactly as I say.”

Every muscle in her body
rigor mortis stiff, she bobbed her head in agreement. Was she about
to be robbed? Raped? Murdered? Ironic. The predator had become the
prey.

“Drop your hands to your sides.”

“What?”

“I said drop your fucking hands to your
sides.” Impatience accentuated his whispered snarl.

“Okay, okay.” She lowered her hands.

He stabbed the barrel of her gun into her
side.

Mandi gasped. The muzzle scraped her ribs.
Her body twitched, face contorted in misery.

“Hold still.” He removed the knife from her
throat and readjusted his grasp. Secured his arm around her waist,
pinning her hands to her sides.

His arm was thick as a leg. Strong as a
steel band. He had to be a giant. Mandi stood six feet tall in her
heels, yet the top of her head didn’t reach the bottom of his
chin.

“Listen and pay attention.”

Like I have a choice.

“I’m a federal agent.”

And I’m a Catholic nun.

“I’ve been working undercover in a radical
militia calling themselves patriots,” he enunciated. “They’re
plotting a revolution.”

His velvety voice ignited a blistering of
goose bumps. She shuddered.

“I need your help. My cover’s been blown.
Now they want me dead.”

I want you dead too.
Maybe. Her captor’s story sounded like the
plot for a spy novel: hero in trouble seeks help from a randomly
chosen woman. Pure fiction. Couldn’t be true. Could it?

“I can’t trust anyone.” He squeezed her
tighter and burrowed his lips deeper into her ear. “Especially not
a sexy woman dressed to the nines hiding in an empty parking garage
with a loaded gun in her hand.”

Her face heated up. A tingle coursed through
her veins.

“I’m curious.” He loosened his killer grip
and shifted his body to the side, eyeing her.

For the first time Mandi saw her assailant.
A giant of a man as she surmised. African-American. Shaved head.
Shoulders as wide as a doorway. Well-defined muscles beneath a
black T-shirt that looked painted on.

“What the hell were you planning to do?”
Genuine curiosity underscored his words.

“Shoot my ex and his new wife,” she answered
without hesitation.

His dark eyes turned to crescents above a
toothy smile. “You may be the perfect asset.”

“Don’t you mean the
perfect expendable asset?”

“Shut the fuck up and get in the car.”


 TWO

SITTING IN THE PASSENGER
SEAT of her Mercedes, Mandi couldn’t take
her eyes off her abductor. Sexy as LL Cool J. Intimidating as
Steelers’ linebacker James Harrison. Huge as Hercules. And most
likely a liar of Lance Armstrong proportions.

If really an undercover agent fleeing
killers, how and why had he ended up in the underground parking
garage of the courthouse? And why nab her? Didn’t compute.
Surprisingly, Mandi’s handsome captor intrigued her more than he
frightened her.

Although her revenge plot had been thwarted,
maybe she could still salvage a counterstrike of sorts. An idea
percolated. “Let’s team up. You help me. I help you.” She tapped
her fingertips on his Popeye forearm and flaunted her best smile.
“That way we both get what we want.”

He cocked his head looking at her like her
brain had exploded.

Undeterred, Mandi pitched her idea.

Keeping the revolver aimed at her stomach he
listened.

When finished Mandi flipped her hair over
her shoulders, interlaced her fingers, and rested her hands in her
lap, eyeing him expectantly.

Grinning, he stuffed the gun into a pocket
of his cargo pants.

Time was of the essence. “So you’ll do it?”
She glanced at the elevator.

Doors still closed.

“Why the hell not.” A repressed smile curved
his perfect lips.

He actually agreed to do
it! Had she known him a little better—no,
a lot better—she would have kissed him. “Thank you,” she said,
containing her elation.

His agreement came none too soon.

A high-pitched
ping-ping reverberated
through the garage, signaling the elevator’s imminent
arrival.

Her heart flip-flopped. “Okay. You’re on.
You should come around and open my door.”

He cracked the driver side door, tilted his
body toward her, and grabbed her left arm. Squeezed. “Don’t make me
regret this.” His eyes lasered into hers.

Mandi squinted like Clint
Eastwood. “Don’t make me
regret this,” she fired back, jerking her arm
free. Relaxing her facial muscles, she flashed a coquettish smile.
“By the way, my name’s Mandi. What’s yours?”

“Whatever you want it to be.”


 THREE

 


WHAT THE HELL AM I
THINKING agreeing to this time-wasting
charade, Jackson
Seake scolded, stepping from Mandi’s Mercedes. Buyer’s remorse
gnarled his gut, yet he was fascinated by this drop-dead gorgeous
dame with murder on her mind. And his curiosity wasn’t the only
thing aroused.

Can’t let this blonde bombshell beguile
me.

After this stunt, no more Mister Nice Guy.
He had to disengage his emotions. Treat the fearless beauty like a
means-to-an-end. Otherwise the mission could be compromised. Might
even fail. Result in innocent people being killed. Including Dr.
Burnside.

Operating as a one-man army was practically
suicidal. He needed backup. Desperately. However he couldn’t rely
on the usual channels for support. Might play right into the hands
of whomever ratted him out. Complicating matters, the militia was
well-connected with fingers in the law enforcement community
throughout the country.

Nonchalantly he tapped the screen of his
cell phone opening his contacts list. Scrolled down.

A faint smile momentarily softened his drawn
face. “Dimitri,” he whispered, seeing the number of the MTAF desk
jockey and trusted friend.

He pecked out a quick text message: SOS 911
QT GPS. Pressed SEND. Slipped his phone back into his pants pocket
and ambled around the front of the car to open Mandi’s door.


 FOUR

CLINGING TO HER
REFRIGERATOR-SIZE arm candy, Mandi waved
and called out, “It appears congratulations are in order for both
of us.”

Frederick sported his favorite navy blue
Petrocelli suit, usual white shirt, and paisley print red tie. The
new Mrs. Winslow looked like a red light district version of a
Dolly Parton impersonator. Blonde hair piled high. Red
button-busting sequin-embellished blouse. Black spandex pants
tucked into white thigh-high boots.

Gold digging
floozy! The sides of Mandi’s temples
pulsated.

Frederick and Boobs skidded to a halt.
Bodies stiffened. Eyes rounded.

No doubt her captor’s black tactical pants,
skin-tight T-shirt, and lace-up combat boots appeared an odd
contrast to Mandi’s formal attire.

Stress paled Frederick’s face. He nudged his
bride to the front as Mandi and her imposing companion approached.
Bouncy Boobs, too stupid or too preoccupied ogling Mandi’s
strapping escort, failed to realize her hubby had set her up as a
human shield.

Priceless.

Beaming, Mandi glanced up
at her abductor then at the newlyweds. “Mr. and Mrs. Winslow, I’d
like you to meet Brutus.” Bomb
activated. She paused for a moment before
adding, “My fiancé.”

Frederick’s mouth opened and closed like a
carp’s. “How … when…?”

Warhead detonated on target!

With perfect social etiquette, Brutus
stepped forward. Extended his platter-size palm. “Mr. Winslow.”

With obvious reservations he shook his hand.
“Fre-Frederick. Call me Frederick.” His lips twisted in misery,
evidence of Brutus’s crushing grip.

She held back a chuckle, relishing her ex’s
pain.

Bouncy Boobs continued to bat her eyes at
Brutus.

Mandi wanted to rip the
bimbo’s fake eyelashes off and shove them up her nose. Instead she
snuggled into her fiancé’s
broad chest. “Brutus owns a protection agency,”
she improvised.

Frederick’s eyebrows disappeared into the
wrinkles of his forehead.

“You can protect
me.” Boobs perked her
chest and jiggled her twin mounds of silicone.

Brutus must have felt the instant tension in
Mandi’s muscles. He draped his arm around her shoulders, gave her a
tender squeeze, and addressed the new Mrs. Winslow. “If you have
enough money, my company’s services are for hire to anyone … even
ladies of the night.”

Insult creamed Boob’s features like a gooey
pie slapped in her face.

Chalk up another one for Brutus!

“Uh, nice to meet you and congratulations to
you both,” Frederick muttered without making eye contact. He
latched on to his bride’s arm and scurried toward his Vette, their
footsteps playing out a harried tune.

Mandi reveled in her
former husband’s distress. Payback’s a
bitch. A grin of superiority swept across
her lips.

“Get in.” Abandoning his new wife, he
whipped open the driver side door and dove behind the wheel.

“Freddeeee.” She shuffle-jogged in her spike
heels around the front of the sports car.

The whine in Boob’s voice, frustration in
her overly made-up face, and that ridiculous complicated walk she
contrived, parted Mandi’s lips into a full watt smile.

The instant Boobs planted her butt in the
seat, Frederick took off before her door was closed. Tires
squealing, the Corvette fishtailed out of the parking garage.

Frederick and Boobs had
been rattled. Mandi’s engagement
news had tainted
their wedding day. Hopefully would ruin their entire wedding night.
Satisfaction tickled her insides like bubbly champagne.

Nestled in Brutus’s arms, she looked up at
him. “Your performance was outstanding. Thank you. I—”

“Your turn.” He grabbed her shoulders, spun
her around, and wrenched her hands behind her back.

“Ouch. What are you doing?”

CLICK-CLICK.
TK-TK-TK. He clamped metal restraints
around her wrists.

“No!” A wave of panic rolled over her.
“Handcuffing me wasn’t part of our deal.” Fists clenched, she
fought his commanding hold, jerking her arms and twisting her
body.

TK-TK-TK.
The cuffs ratcheted down tighter, biting deeper
into her skin.

Intensifying his grip,
“Resistance is fu-tile,” he said, speaking like a cybernetic
organism from Star Trek: The Next
Generation.

Surrendering, she gathered
her wits and looked over her shoulder. “Next I suppose you’re going
to claim I will be assimilated. Well, you’re not a Borg
and this isn’t a scene from a sci-fi movie.”

He arched a brow like Spock.

She shot him an icy glare. “Federal agent or
not, kidnapping is a crime.”

“And premeditated murder isn’t?”

Touché.
She smiled wryly.

Grasping Mandi’s upper arm, he escorted her
toward her car. His long determined strides and her short erratic
steps echoed through the hollow garage. Several parking spots away
from her Mercedes, he opened the trunk with her key fob.

He’s going to lock me in
the trunk! She stiffened her legs and
leaned her entire body back.

He increased his grip. Pulled harder,
otherwise not fazed by her rebellion.

“Our deal was to let you hide out at my
house.”

The soles of her stilettos skated across the
gritty concrete as he proceeded to drag her with little effort.

“Come on, Brutus, you need me. You’ll never
find my house—”

“Your GPS will guide me to your front
door.”

Desperation escalating, she resorted to
basic physics to slow him down. Lowering her center of gravity she
assumed a deep squat position. Her widened stance rolled the hem of
her dress to the top of her thighs.

That got his attention. He stopped. Cocked his head and twisted up
his face. “What the hell are you doing?”

“What the hell does it look like I’m
doing?”

“Stand up!” He jerked her arm, yanking her
into an upright position with such force her chest collided into
his.

Upon impact her head snapped back. She
shrieked. Felt like she had been launched from a trebuchet.

He bent over and hefted her across his
shoulder like she was his partner in a wife-carrying race.

Folded in half, her teeth
clacked together as her chin clopped against his solid back. His
arm encircled the tops of her bare thighs. Her skirt hiked up. A
cool breeze wafted over her buttocks. Of
all the days to wear thong panties. She
wiggled in his grasp.

SMACK! He swatted her rump.

“Owww!”

“Give me any more trouble and I’ll bind your
legs and gag you.”

Bully! She pinched her lips into an anger-filled pout. Her ears
burned. Mind buzzed with visions of retaliation. She could sink her
teeth into his meaty side. Knee him in the throat. Drive the tips
of her shoes into his crotch…

However believing he would
follow through on his threat, she
suppressed the urge to fight him. At least for now.

He marched to the back of her car.

“You help me, I help you,” she said acting
fearless, though a chilling uneasiness engulfed her.
“Remember?”

Apparently not. He dumped her into the
trunk.

The right side of her body skidded on the
rough carpet, burning her bare shoulder. The handcuffs gouged her
low back and burrowed deeper into her wrists. Mandi grimaced.
Squirming, she sought a more comfortable position. Didn’t find
one.

Her captor rested his hands on the edge of
the trunk and scrutinized the interior.

“This isn’t necessary. I’ll cooperate.” Fear
ravaged her innards but she forced herself to appear calm. “You
have my word.” She wrestled a smile onto her lips. The corners of
her mouth twitched.

Brutus drew the knife from his side. Its
fixed blade long and black with sawback ridges: a Rambo knife.

He’s going to kill
me! Mandi wormed her body deeper into the
trunk. Gathered her knees to her chest, flexed her feet, and held
her breath. She wouldn’t be hacked into pieces without a fight, no
matter how fu-tile her efforts.

He grabbed the emergency trunk release
dangling from the lid and with one powerful slice of the blade,
severed the cable. Tossed the plastic handle at her feet and placed
his hand on the lid.

She let out an audible sigh and relaxed her
legs.

A dirty little grin parted his otherwise
taut features.

My cowering amuses the
damn barbarian! “Brutus—”

THUD. He shut the trunk.

Darkness consumed her. Relief, dread, and
anger grappled to dominate. Relief he hadn’t stabbed her. Dread he
still might. And anger that her alarm had given him some level of
pleasure.

Seconds later the lid popped open.

She blinked, focusing on the formidable
silhouette.

“Try any of that
knock the tail-lights out and wave your hand or
foot around to get attention bullshit…,”
he brandished the knife in front of her face, “I
will slit your
throat.”

Determined not to give the sadistic bastard
the satisfaction of knowing his threat scared the bejeezus out of
her, Mandi set her jaw and stared at him. Held her focus. Their
eyes locked in combat. Seconds felt like hours, but no way would
she break eye contact first.

He slammed the lid.


 FIVE

DRESSED LIKE A
HUNTER, minus the orange hat and vest,
Elmer Dunst lurked among the bordering pines and aspen of Mandi’s
lakefront backyard.

Stun gun in one hand.

Partial roll of dark green duct tape in the
other.

The queen-size flannel camo sheet pulled off
his bed draped around his neck like a scarf.

Gonna be the easiest grand he ever earned.
Had it all figured out.

First incapacitate the feisty little
doe.

Next tape her arms, legs, and mouth.

Then, just like the dozens of deer he had
poached over the years, wrap her in the sheet and drag her to his
pickup. Chuck her into the bed of his truck and cover her with a
tarp anchored at the corners by fifty-pound bags of feed.

“Easy as stealin’ eggs from a chicken,” he
cackled, accidentally dislodging the jumbo wad of tobacco wedged
between his gums and crooked teeth. He choked. A wild coughing fit
ensued.

Birds scattered from the surrounding
trees.

The neighbor’s Rottweiler barked.

Tears coursing through his scraggly beard,
he hacked up the slimy brown chunk. Spit it onto the groomed lawn.
Tobacco juice splattered the tips of his worn logging boots.

“Sheeeee-at,” he grumbled, wiping the
slobber on the side of his long-sleeved camo T-shirt.

Mandi’s Mercedes pulled into the
driveway.

Crouching behind the cover of bushes, Elmer
scurried toward the house for a closer look. A hulking black man
sat behind the wheel. “What the…?”

The garage door rose. The car crept
inside.

He darted behind a row of boxwoods sculpted
into perfect squares. Flattened himself on his stomach.
Watched.

A Sasquatch-size driver exited the vehicle,
strolled to the back, and popped the trunk. “Scoot closer to the
edge,” he said, speaking into the trunk.

Wide-eyed, Elmer held his breath.

Big Foot bent over. Lifted a body out of the
trunk. Grunted as he slung a slender woman over his shoulder.

Hands cuffed behind her back, short black
dress hiked up exposing her bare butt cheeks, “Put me down,” she
huffed, bucking her body in his grasp.

Mandi, Elmer surmised, his cock awakening at the sight of her creamy
smooth ass.

“Settle down unless you want me to spank you
again,” the giant said, shifting the weight of her body on his
shoulder.

She groaned, relenting. Her long blonde hair
swished back and forth across his back like a mare’s tail as he
carried her toward the house.

The garage door rolled down.

Double sheeee-at! The
bastard’s already bagged the trophy! Elmer
bit down on his teeth so hard a molar cracked. His tongue toyed
with the wobbly sliver. No way would he allow this monster to cash
in on his contract. Ruin their revenge plot. “She’s ours and that’s
my thousand bucks.”

He retreated to his pickup parked at a
public picnic area about a quarter of a mile from Mandi’s house.
Reloaded his mouth with a generous pinch of Skoal. Crawled into the
cab and fired up the 1963 Ford.

Blue smoke billowed from the rusty
tailpipe.

“Better tell Sissy. Gonna need cousin Nester
for reinforcement. Gonna need more moolah too.” He popped the
clutch, lurching onto the road out of the exhaust cloud.


 SIX

FREDERICK GRIPPED THE
LEATHER steering wheel until his knuckles
glared white, unable to wrap his head around his ex’s sudden
engagement.

How long had they been dating?

Where did they meet?

Had she been cheating on him while they were
still married?

Fuck me!

How could Mandi have moved
on so quickly? Gotten engaged to a mountain of a man with the
strength of a superhero and the eyes of an assassin. Named
Brutus, no less.
This guy wasn’t her type. It was out of character
for her to gravitate to such a brute. Something wasn’t
right.

He shook his head. “Honest to God I never
dreamed Mandi would … I thought I was…”

“You should be happy for your ex, Freddie.”
Diana skimmed her hand from his knee to the top of his thigh.
“Mandi’s engagement’s the best wedding present she could have given
us.”

Frederick’s brows ruffled. “How do you
figure?”

“Once your ex is married
you don’t have to pay that outrageous spousal support anymore.” Her
fingers danced over his crotch. She leaned across the console.
Pressed her breasts against his shoulder and whispered in his ear,
“What you pay her could be my
allowance.” She rubbed her palm over his manware
several times.

He shifted his weight and kicked up his
shoulder, nudging her away.

“Just sayin’, more fun
money for me.” She collapsed back into the Corvette’s leather seat.
“More fun money for us, Freddie Baby. Us.”

He scowled. Both hands remained clutched
around the steering wheel as they approached the winding private
lane leading to the Mountain Manor in Park City.

A combination of
heartbreak and anger stirred. I must be a
moron of epic proportions to have divorced Mandi for a bubblehead
waitress.

Diana extended her left arm, flexed her
hand, and wiggled her ring finger. Gazing at the absurdly huge
diamond she exhaled a dreamy sigh. “I hoped for a wedding gift
you’d buy me a big Mercedes like hers, except I want mine to be
pearly white.” She paused. “It’s the least you could do since your
work delayed our honeymoon to Paris.”

Frederick’s insides knotted. “It was Mandi’s
business savvy and charm that wooed the first investors and kept
others coming. Had it not been for Mandi, Winslow Investments
wouldn’t be the mega real estate development company it is today
and there would be no Mercedes—”

“Mandi-Shmandi,” Diana pooh-poohed. “All
that matters is we’re rich.” She rallied an annoying giggle. “Oh,
Freddie, I love wearing diamond jewelry and designer clothes,
traveling the world first class, and buying the absolute best of
everything.”

Frederick shot her a
sideways glance. Why you
gold-digging—

“What?” She flicked her hands in the air.
“Don’t look at me like that. You worked hard for years. Now you
deserve a little pampering and I’m going to make sure you get it.”
She caressed his cheek with the back of her fake fingernails. “You
know I only want those fancy things to please you, Freddie.” Diana
slid her hand to the nape of his neck and twirled his curly locks
around her index finger. “You want your wife to have the best,
don’t you?”

“Forget about spending Mandi’s alimony.”

“What do you mean?” Diana jerked her hand
away and thrust it into her lap.

Frederick pulled up to the resort. Stopped
short of the portico where a small army stood at attention prepared
to serve their every need. Staring out the windshield he expelled a
long breath. “Regardless of Mandi’s marital status, the agreement
states I’ll continue to pay—”

“Can’t we just go back to court and get it
changed? You have lots of lawyer and judge friends.”

“I intend to continue to pay that nearly
six-figure check to her each month, with annual cost of living
raises, until one of us dies,” he forcefully stated.

Diana shrugged like it was
no big deal. “I’m sure that
can be arranged … taking care of her, I mean. Not
you,” she tittered.


 SEVEN

“WHAT’S YOUR SECURITY
CODE?” Brutus stood in front of the
control panel in the entry of Mandi’s mudroom as she hung over his
broad shoulder.

The forty-five minute ride in the trunk had
been hot, near suffocating, and coffin dark. Her head banged with a
blinding headache. Lips, mouth, and throat felt sandblasted. Wrists
and shoulders throbbed. At least now the air was fresh and cool and
she could breathe. Sort of.

Dangling over her captor’s shoulder, her
ribs were pressed so tightly against his body she couldn’t imagine
a medieval torture corset restricting her breathing much more. She
raised her head. Looked through the webbed mess of her
sweat-dampened hair at the screen.

Red digital numbers
flashed in countdown mode. Twenty-eight.
Twenty-seven. Twenty-six…

Once reduced to zero, sirens would blare,
security guards would roll, and the local PD would be
dispatched.

He flexed his arm,
momentarily increasing the grip around the top of her thighs.
“Don’t even think about giving me the panic code.”

Too late. She already imagined the
aftermath. A standoff with SWAT. News crews gathering. Cameras and
lights. Reporters digging into her life. Her picture on TV…

Too risky.

Nineteen. Eighteen. Seventeen…

“Zero five. Zero two. R-I-H,” Mandi
uttered.

He tapped the code onto the touch
screen.

A handsome animated pirate replaced the
countdown and keyboard. “Welcome home, Mandi,” the pleasant
computer-generated male voice greeted as a prompt for a second
security code. This one requiring a verbal response.

If Mandi failed to reply with the correct
words, that law enforcement response scenario she imagined would
unfold. “Thank you, Sinbad,” she acknowledged.

“As in the brave hero Sinbad the Sailor,”
Brutus surmised. “I guess that makes you the ravishing
Shireen.”

“I’ve played the part a few times at the
local theater.”

“So you’re an actress. That explains how
well you pulled off that stunt in the garage with your ex.”

“Just one of my many talents,” she boasted,
sarcasm in her voice.

“I like a woman with skills.”

Oh lucky me.
Mandi rolled her eyes.

“In my business, creativity and know-how can
make the difference between life and death.”

“For you or your victim?”

“Your pirate has vanished,” he said, giving
no rise to her comment. “So I assume that’s the last of your
security measures.”

She glanced up at the screen.

A landscape of green rolling hills replaced
Sinbad, indicating all was well … at least as far as the alarm
company was concerned.

“Yes.” She fussed in his
grasp. “Now put me down. Please.”

“Zero five, zero two. My,
my, my,” Brutus said flatly like the retired detective on
Homicide Hunter.
“Interesting code, especially since it’s today’s date.” His tone
indicated he was thinking out loud, or so it seemed he wanted her
to believe.

“My, my, my,” she mocked. “Aren’t you a
crackerjack of deciphering clues like Lt. Joe Kenda. I supposed I
should feel honored to have been kidnapped by such
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