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        Six Months ago

        Outside Dallas, Texas

      

      

      

      “Blow it up, Ruben.”

      Ex-marine Ruben ‘The Rube’ Velasquez sighed and flipped his sunglasses to his head before rubbing his eyes, the fall sun warming his face.

      As if blowing up a couple of buildings with one’s mind would be that damn simple.

      Joe Smith, an average-looking guy who had been shot in the spine and now rode through life in a wheelchair, had been not only his boss, but his friend and mentor. In fact, he would go so far as to say Joe had saved his life. Not only had he rescued him from his captors, but more importantly, he’d saved him from himself.

      He considered Joe a father figure even though only a couple of years separated them. The man had proved to be smarter than Ruben could ever hope to be, ingenious, and always seemed one step ahead of everyone around him.

      Most likely, that’s how Joe had lived so long while operating his clandestine company, and probably why he seemed much older than Ruben.

      But now, as he gazed at the old, dilapidated barn and house, he couldn’t bring himself to do what his boss wanted, despite the fact he’d made a vow to himself that he’d help Joe in any way he could, at any time.

      “You can do this, Ruben. You control your power; no one else. We’ve been practicing, and I know you’ve mastered it.”

      He grimaced, uncertainty rolling through him. Yes, he’d been working with Joe and two psychologists, but he still didn’t know if he truly had his ability under control. Of course, the psychologists didn’t know about the fact that he could start fires and blow stuff up simply by thinking about it. No, they had been hired for his anger management issues, to try to help him leave his rage in the past.

      “When Ella shot you, you must have been furious,” Joe continued. “You didn’t light her on fire. You showed remarkable restraint, and it’s only solidified since then. This isn’t a person, but an old structure that’s past its prime. It needs to go. You can’t hurt anyone.”

      Joe’s old lover, Ella, had shot Ruben about six months ago. His leg still hurt in the morning, especially during cold weather. Frankly, if anyone had needed anger management counseling, it should have been her. During his short stay with her, she’d never upset him, even if she had been a raging bitch.

      In fact, he had pitied her.

      He studied the old house. The brown shingle roof had caved in, and part of the old, wrap-around porch had fallen over. It appeared the house had once been painted white, but now looked yellow.

      The large barn seemed to be defying the laws of gravity as it leaned to the left, looking as if it would collapse at any moment. Both sat in front of a grove of old, beautiful oak trees that circled the small valley they stood in. The overgrown grass in the area had dried out, leaving it yellow and brittle. At one time, the place must have been beautiful, a true Texas gem hidden away from the world.

      Here goes nothing.

      Focusing on the house, he considered a time he’d been angry. There’d been so many of them, it didn’t prove hard to choose.

      Then, he channeled the red-hot energy swelling within him.

      His chest grew warm—almost as if his heart had caught on fire. The heat spread throughout his body, and he pulled off his black leather jacket, dropping it to the ground, then balled his fists at his sides.

      Using his power both scared and thrilled him. As he closed his eyes, the heat seared from his every cell and bubbled under his skin, while perspiration oozed from every pore. It felt as if he would internally combust, and he worried that one day, the force would somehow become stuck within him and he’d blow himself up, with nothing left of him but a red haze.

      A moment later, sweat dripped down his brow and along his spine to gather at his lower back, making his t-shirt stick to his skin. He opened his eyes, and the energy exploded from him. In seconds, a large orange and red fireball engulfed the house, disintegrating it while the sound of crackling fire met his ears. A thrill traveled through him as he grinned and the tendrils of black smoke slithered in the sky.

      Even a month ago, he’d have set the house, the grove of trees, and all the grass surrounding them on fire. He’d really placed his energy well.

      “Excellent.” Joe smiled up at him and pulled out his phone. “Now do the barn.”

      Energized by his control, Ruben concentrated on the barn as the heat rippled throughout his whole body, every inch of his skin warming. A few moments later, the structure met the same fate as the house.

      Joe brought the phone up to his ear as the fire started spreading to the dry grass. “Yes, I’d like to report a fire.” He recited the address. “Please hurry. It seems to be moving quickly.”

      Ruben picked up his coat from the ground and heard sirens in the distance. “That was fast.”

      “Yes. Once the fire is out, I’ll bring in the crew to start clearing the debris and build the new house and barn. We’ll also get the irrigation started.”

      Ruben used the sleeve of his jacket to blot the sweat from his face. “Sounds like it’s going to be a great place, Joe.”

      He glanced around the area again, imagining the beauty once the grass turned green and the new buildings had been erected. A true paradise.

      He could only wish to live somewhere like this. First, he’d never be able to afford it, and second, even if he could, he’d need a mortgage, and he had to stay off the grid so his previous captors couldn’t find him.

      “Are you moving out here?”

      Joe shook his head and gazed up at him with a sly grin. “No, but you are, Ruben. Welcome to your new home.”
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      Katherine McCoy studied the papers in front of her as she chewed on the tip of her pen. Hunger gnawed at her gut because she’d missed lunch, but she needed every waking moment of her day to prepare her for her job next week. As a Federal Prosecutor, she and her co-worker, Jim Rains, would be going to trial in the United States v. Sergio Bogrov case, hoping to convict the bastard for a long list of crimes he’d committed while on American soil, including counterfeiting, conspiracy to commit murder, and funding his own Russian street gang.

      Next week, they would start the trial for the counterfeiting charges, and she felt certain they would win. But Sergio had also hired one of the best defense lawyers in the Washington D.C. area, and she needed to be sure she knew the case inside and out. She had to nail this bastard.

      After pulling her shoulder-length blonde hair up into a bun, she secured it with a pencil. She then rolled her neck wishing she hadn’t skipped her chiropractor appointment the past two weeks. Laying her head back against her black, high-back leather chair, she shut her eyes and wondered if she had the energy to make it home.

      “Come on, Katherine,” Jim said from the doorway, startling her. “It’s time to go home.”

      She shook her head. “No, I’m not quite ready yet.”

      He came in and sat down across from her. At forty, he cut an impressive figure with his brown, wavy hair, dark green eyes, and trim physique. He’d never been married, but gossip around the office had him pegged as a big ladies’ man on his off time.

      She’d never admit it to another living soul, but it irritated her he’d never hit on her. However, she had also become aware that most around the office didn’t like her. She heard the whispers behind her back that she had a dick, that ice flowed through her veins, and she ate babies for dinner. Well, if her hard, professional demeanor and her strive for excellence caused people to say those horrible things, then so be it. She hadn’t gotten to her station by being nice and making friends. She’d had to fight and claw for her position.

      “It’s eight o’clock on Friday night, Katherine. Go home. Get some rest. Get on Tinder. Go have some fun. The trial starts Monday morning, and we’re ready.”

      “What’s a Tinder?”

      He threw his head back and laughed. “The dating app?”

      She shook her head, and he stood.

      “Katherine, you’re what … thirty-two years old? Go out and have some fun. The bad guys will still be there Monday.”

      He left, and she looked around her office. The stark, white walls held a few pictures, mainly of political big-wigs she’d met—her and the Speaker of the House, her and the Vice President, her and the head of the FBI. Meeting those people had been possible because her uncle held the title of federal judge and moved in the upper echelons of Washington, D.C.

      Sighing, she put her files in her briefcase to review over the weekend, then turned out the lights and walked out the door. Tonight, she’d stop and get a bottle of wine and maybe some Chinese takeout.

      

      An hour later, she had changed into her blue pajama bottoms and a tank top, and pulled the soft, red blanket up over her shoulders as she sank into her gray, leather couch. She’d overdone it on the Mongolian Beef, and had just poured her second glass of wine. Full and tired, she flipped on the television, looking for something mindless but that didn’t have the words Real Housewives or Kardashian in the title. Maybe she could find an episode of Law and Order. She always liked that the good guys won most of the time.

      The cozy atmosphere she’d created in the condo soothed her, and she sighed. She’d moved in about four months ago, and loved the homey environment. The hardwood floors gleamed while the overstuffed couches offered a comfy spot for her to go over her files, as well as relax. She’d put a large desk in the corner of the living room where she housed her computer, notes, and papers from work during off hours. She’d opted to go for very soft lighting, or natural lighting during the daytime. Rarely did she see daylight hours in her home, but she imagined in the summer, it would be nice to sit out on her little patio and have a glass of wine or cup of coffee. Mental note—get some patio furniture after the trial.

      The kitchen had come with all new appliances, although she rarely cooked. She simply didn’t have time. Two bedrooms sat upstairs—one the master, the other her guest bedroom. Why she even bothered with a guest bedroom, she didn’t know. She never had any visitors. To this day, she often wondered if she should change it into an office or a gym.

      Her doorbell rang as she flipped through the channels, startling her. Being so comfortable, she didn’t want to get up to answer it. If she ignored the chime long enough, maybe they’d go away.

      “Ms. McCoy?” someone called from outside. “It’s the U.S. Marshall Service.”

      “Dammit,” she whispered under her breath.

      Since she’d been assigned the Sergio Bogrov case six months ago, she’d received three death threats. Her address had been redacted for her safety when she’d first moved into the condo, but the threats had been sent to her boss at the office. In turn, he would given them to the Marshall Service, which was required to visit her, tell her about the threat, and ask if she’d like to be placed in protective custody. The threats didn’t scare her because Sergio had no way of finding out where she lived. Instead, they irritated her to no end, especially since she knew that they came from him. She couldn’t wait to put the arrogant bastard away.

      “Yes?” she asked through the closed door.

      “Marshall Rover here, Ms. McCoy. We need to talk to you.”

      She sighed, annoyed her evening had been interrupted, even though she hadn’t been doing anything. “Identification, please.”

      He produced his credentials from his suit pocket and held them up to the peephole while keeping his gaze averted.

      She gave them a cursory glance, then opened the door. “So we have another threat?”

      He grinned and nodded. “Yes.”

      “No, I don’t want protection, and no, I don’t want to hear the details of the threat.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked, glancing around outside, as if he searched for someone.

      “I’m sure. My condo is safe. I’ve had—”

      Before she knew what happened, he had entered the house, closed the door, and pinned her up against the wall, his hand squeezing her throat and a gun pressed to her mouth. Fear shot through her as she gasped for breath.

      “Here’s the deal, Ms. McCoy,” he said, his Russian accent now thick as a heavy fog. “You will not try that case on Monday. Call in sick. Take a vacation. Get stuck in traffic. Do whatever you need to do to make sure you aren’t in that courtroom. Do you understand me?”

      The terror had paralyzed her. While her mind screamed to fight back, she couldn’t move her limbs. Perhaps the lack of oxygen had something to do with it, or maybe his heavy body pressed against hers had immobilized her. Of course, the gun caressing her lips probably played a big part.

      “Do you fucking understand, or do I need to make my point clearer?”

      He tightened his grip on her throat—she’d pass out in a few seconds. Tears trickled from the corners of her eyes as darkness moved into her peripheral vision.

      “Fine. Let’s try another approach.”

      He stepped back, still leveling the gun at her. He reached for her tank top, and in one pull, had it in his hands. She crossed her arms over her bare chest as she leaned over and gasped for breath.

      “Take off your pants,” he ordered.

      She trembled as she met his gaze a few seconds later, but she made no move to do as he’d asked.

      “Take them off.”

      Would he really rape her?

      He pulled back the hammer of the gun. “Take off your pants, or I kill you. It’s pretty simple, Ms. McCoy. Do you want to live or not?”

      She didn’t understand how her legs held her upright as they shook so badly. Her lips quivered as she removed her pajamas. When fully naked, she glared at him, unable to stop the tears or her shivering as goose bumps traveled all over her body.

      Reaching into his pocket, he retrieved a cell phone. Without another word, he snapped a picture of her, then stepped forward.

      “Open your mouth.”

      He pressed the gun to her lips, but she refused to allow him access.

      “Do it, or I’ll break those pretty teeth.”

      He shoved the barrel harder against her mouth, and she acquiesced when the pressure made her inner lip bleed.

      With his gun fully seated on her tongue, he took another picture.

      “I don’t think you’re going to do what I told you to do,” he murmured as he stepped back. “You seem quite stubborn, so I’m going to make sure you aren’t there on Monday.”

      “How do you think you’re going to do that?” she spat, some of her fear being replaced by sheer fury. “You’ll have to kill me, you piece of shit.”

      He glanced at her and laughed. “No, I lied. I can’t do that. I’ve been given permission to hit you and fuck you, but I can’t kill you. So shut up, or I’ll have you flat on your back.”

      His gaze traveled over her from head to toe, making her feel violated without even being touched.

      Looking back up at her face, he grinned. “You aren’t really my type, but I’m a team player. If I need to screw you, I will.”

      Bile rose in her throat as she studied the man. There wasn’t any doubt in her mind that he worked for Sergio, but she didn’t know him. She recalled the thousands of pages of testimony and the maps of Sergio’s organization they’d built, and she couldn’t place him. She memorized his hawkish nose, his piercing blue eyes, the thick, angry scar on his the left side of his neck just below his ear. He stood at almost six feet, his body lean and muscular. Either he was new to Sergio’s gang, or he’d laid low for a long time and they’d somehow missed him when they’d put together the photos and information on the members of the organization.

      “Goodnight, Ms. McCoy. I highly recommend that you keep the police out of this. We wouldn’t want anything to happen to any of your co-workers, such as Jim Rains, or Marilyn Hopper. With that being said, I hope I won’t be seeing you on Monday because I’m afraid of what my orders will be then. I don’t like to torture women or children.”

      As the front door closed, she stared at it a moment, her mind reeling. A Russian dressed as a U.S. Marshall had just put a gun in her mouth, made her strip down, and threatened her to rape and kill her. She became light-headed, and finally, her knees gave out and she sank to the floor as sobs wracked her body.

      What had just happened? Had she really just been threatened by some Russian thug? The past few moments seemed like a dream until she opened her eyes and saw she remained naked.

      It was all so surreal, like something out of a crime movie. Yet, this was her life, and also her reality.

      She didn’t know how much time had passed before she regained her strength and climbed the staircase, focusing on putting one foot in front of the other as she held a death grip on the railing. She didn’t trust her legs, and the last thing she needed was a tumble down the stairs.

      Numbly, she walked into her bedroom and retrieved her blue terrycloth robe, slipping it over her shoulders and hoping it would calm the tremors still traveling through her. She walked back downstairs and picked up her pajamas, then locked the front door and set the alarm, realizing she should have done that the second he left. Obviously, she wasn’t thinking clearly, and most likely, she had gone into shock.

      Taking a deep breath, she tried to clear her mind and think rationally.

      Calling the police now would be a waste of time, and she couldn’t live with herself if something did happen to one of her co-workers. Sergio’s M.O. had always been for murder to look like an accident. One of them would drown in a tub, fall from a building, or have a terrible car crash. They may think of her as cold and hate her, but she couldn’t allow them to be dragged into this mess. Besides, if she did push the threat aside and called the police, she’d have to sit through questioning, and right now, it would be pointless. She had no idea who her attacker had been, and there hadn’t been any DNA evidence left. Summoning the police wouldn’t be an option at this point.

      She briefly thought about calling her uncle, but immediately decided against it. Her relationship with him had always been distant, but solid. He’d always told her how important it was to be self-sufficient, and she wouldn’t begin to depend on him now.

      Going into the kitchen, she jammed the pajamas into the garbage and poured herself another glass of wine, taking it down in one long gulp with shaky hands.

      After turning off the television, she returned upstairs to her bedroom and shut the door. She slipped under the white comforter and pulled her handgun from her nightstand drawer, laying it on her lap.

      As she listened to the creaks and moans of her condo, anger completely replaced her fear. Her head cleared, yet her body still quaked. However, now, she couldn’t be certain if it shook from fear or the sheer fury in her soul.

      How dare they try to scare her like that? How dare they threaten her?

      No, she wouldn’t stand for it, and she’d be in court on Monday morning. She wouldn’t allow them to terrorize her, and she wouldn’t give in to their intimidations. If needed, she’d call the Marshall Service and get escorted into the trial. Once she arrived in court, she’d use every tool she had to put Sergio away and bring down his organization.
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      “You will not be in that courtroom on Monday, Katherine.”

      After being summoned at six a.m., Katherine sat in her uncle’s home office. No, they weren’t close, but she knew better than to disregard his request for her presence at eight a.m. If she didn’t come on her own, he’d send someone after her, only making the situation more difficult.

      The dark-paneled walls, dark cherry wood desk, and deep rust-colored couches and chairs had always depressed her. The Honorable William McCoy sat behind his desk, his thick, grey, wavy hair combed to perfection. He stared at her over the glasses perched on his nose, his intelligent, green gaze piercing her. A computer sat to his left, a neat stack of files to his right, and large bookcases lined the wall behind him, filled with pictures and many, many tomes. The office reflected his life: orderly.

      She’d been up most of the night considering the threat, and she’d stand her ground. “I’m not going to let them push me around, Uncle William.”

      He’d never liked to be called anything but William. According to him, the names Bill or Billy belonged to uneducated dimwits, and he said that Willy belonged in a man’s pants.

      He stood and took a deep breath, lacing his hands behind his back. At a trim six feet and age sixty, he cut an impressive figure.

      When she’d been seventeen, her parents had died in a plane crash, and her uncle had taken her in, helped her get through the rest of high school, and put her through college. Being the only family she had, she made sure to keep in touch with him and have dinner a couple of times a month.

      He picked up two pieces of paper off his desk and tossed them her way. “Imagine my shock when I woke up to these in my email this morning, Katherine.”

      She picked up the papers, and cringed when she realized they were photos—the ones of her that the intruder had taken last night. She looked terrified, and rightly so. Having a gun placed in one’s mouth wasn’t something that happened every day. A chill ran down her spine as she tossed them back on the desk, trying to settle the embarrassment racing to her cheeks knowing her uncle had seen her naked.

      “They also came with a letter.” He picked up another piece of paper. “It reads, ‘Katherine is not to be in court on Monday. If she is, we will make sure she’s never heard from again, but you can be certain that she will suffer a long, horrible death.’”

      He set the paper down. “I won’t allow you into that courtroom, Katherine.”

      Her irritation grew. “If I don’t go, that means they win. I can’t have that. I’ve worked too hard on this case not to be there.”

      William slammed his hand down on the desk. “No! I don’t care about the case, about Sergio, about any of it. We both know he’s capable of horrible things, and I won’t have my only niece subject to that!”

      Sitting down, he sighed and placed his elbows on the desk and his head in his hands. She stared at the pictures for a beat, then looked out the window at his perfectly manicured green grass.

      William had never married, but he had a slew of ‘lady friends.’ He enjoyed his time alone, as well as the parties with the wealthy D.C. crowd. Intelligent, funny, and handsome, he never lacked for company.

      “When your mother and father were killed, I was devastated,” he said, sitting back in his chair. “I remained strong for you, but it about killed me to lose my brother, my only family besides you.”

      She gazed down at her hands, vividly remembering that time.

      The small craft airplane carrying her parents had left the Hamptons on a snowy evening and crashed into the Appalachian Mountains. It had been deemed pilot error due to lack of visibility because of the storm.

      At seventeen, her whole world had crumbled, and her uncle had been there to pick her up. He’d sent her to counseling, paid for her education, and introduced her to important people that helped her in her upward trajectory in the Federal Prosecutors’ office. It didn’t mean she hadn’t worked her butt off, because she had put in the long hours necessary. What it did mean was that the doorway to promotion had been cracked just a little bit more than it had been for her counterparts. Although they’d never been emotionally close, she did owe William a great deal.

      “I won’t lose you as well, Katherine.”

      “Nothing will happen to me. It’s just empty threats,” she tried to reason. “I’ll get a Marshall escort and round the clock protection.”

      William rolled his eyes. “Do you think that’s going to stop a man like Sergio?”

      “Yes.”

      “We know that Sergio never gives an empty threat. I want you far away from this case over the next couple of weeks, until it’s finished.”

      Deep down, she knew William was right. She should run as far as she could, but her stubborn streak fought that thought. She’d put so much time and energy into the case that not showing up would be worse than losing. However, taking the chance and being killed didn’t sit high on her radar, either.

      “I’ll call your boss and tell him what’s happened. He’ll understand. I want you to out of this town, at least until this trial is over.”

      “That seems a little extreme.” She couldn’t see any reason for her to leave the city. Her attacker had specifically said that she wasn’t to show up in court, not vacate the greater Washington D.C. area.

      “It may be extreme, but I’m not taking any chances. Did you ever consider how he got your redacted address?”

      Actually, she had, and had spent many hours last night considering the possibilities. Sergio’s tentacles spread wider and deeper than she had imagined, and it was all the more reason she needed to put him away.

      He pushed his glasses up on his nose and turned to his computer. “I’ve got a guy who can help us. I’ll call him right away.”

      “Who is it?”

      “His name’s Joe Smith. His firm comes highly recommended. They specialize in protecting people.”

      “I don’t need protection, Uncle William.”

      He looked over his glasses again at her. “You are my niece. You will get protection, simply because it will make me feel better.”

      “But—”

      “Don’t start an argument you can’t win, Katherine.”

      “I’m not a child, William. I can—”

      He sighed and placed his glasses on the desk. “Do this for me. Okay? Make your old uncle happy. I won’t sleep unless I know you’re safe.”

      She opened her mouth to argue again, but his green gaze pleaded with her. He’d never asked her for anything before; he’d always provided for her. It irritated her to no end that she wouldn’t get to put Sergio away, but she couldn’t go against her uncle’s wishes, even if they seemed extreme and ridiculous to her.

      “There will be other cases as big as this. Just let this one go, okay?”

      After a moment, she nodded as sheer fury heated her cheeks.

      He grinned and picked up the phone.
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      Ruben sat in the porch swing sipping a beer, listening to nature. The birds chirped in the trees, the wind rustled through their leaves, a cow mooed. The sounds relaxed him and helped quiet his mind.

      To his left, five cows grazed on a pasture of green grass surrounded by white fencing. To his right, a barn had been erected and held two show quality quarter horses, one of which would be giving birth at any time now. Behind that, four chickens lived in a coop, providing him with fresh eggs everyday. In front of him, a dirt road cut through the green grass, stretching about a half-mile long.

      The house sat in the end of a valley of rolling green hills and old oak trees. He couldn’t imagine a prettier place.

      Pulling off his black Stetson, he laid it down next to him, feeling absolutely content.

      After the fire had been put out six months ago, the barn and the house had been nothing but lumpy ash with a few bits and pieces surviving. The fire department had deemed the cause faulty wiring, and Joe had wasted no time getting it cleared out. That same week, the builders had moved in with the plans Joe had drawn up himself. A motorhome had been brought in for Ruben to stay in, and he’d been put in charge of overseeing the construction. In a way, he kind of missed the construction crew. They’d shared a few good laughs

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/fireice_ebook.jpg
CoARR LA | L

SUPERNATURAL RENEGADES





