
  
    [image: Snowy Peaks: The New Rulebook & Pete Zendel Christian Suspense Series (Book 2)]
  


  
    
      SNOWY PEAKS: THE NEW RULEBOOK & PETE ZENDEL CHRISTIAN SUSPENSE SERIES (BOOK 2)

      

    

    
      
        JOY OHAGWU

      

    

    
      DIVINE BREAKTHROUGH INFINITY

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        A CONTEMPORARY CHRISTIAN ROMANTIC SUSPENSE SERIES

      

      
        Dedication

      

      
        Disclaimer

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A CONTEMPORARY CHRISTIAN ROMANTIC SUSPENSE SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      Foundational Scripture

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        “I am the Way, and the Truth, and the Life: no one comes to the Father but through Me.”JESUS (John 14:6)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        TO my KING Jesus Christ: The Way, The Truth, and The Life.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Copyright First Edition © 2015

        Joy Ohagwu

      

        

      
        CHRISTIAN FICTION TWINED IN FAITH, HOPE, AND LOVE.

        All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise—without prior permission of the author, except as brief quotations in printed reviews.

        This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, incidents, and dialogues are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance or similarity to actual events or persons, living or dead, scenarios, or locales is entirely coincidental. This ebook is licensed for your enjoyment. Unauthorized sharing is prohibited. Please purchase your copy to read this story. Thank you.

        Except where otherwise stated, "Scripture taken from the New King James Version Bible®

      

      

      Scripture Copyright © 1982 by Thomas Nelson, Inc: Copyright © 1982 by Thomas Nelson, Inc. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        All glory to God

        Printed in the United States of America

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DISCLAIMER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, incidents, and dialogues are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance or similarity to actual events or persons, living or dead, scenarios, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CLICK HERE & GET Book 3 - The Wedding!

      

        

      
        Click here & download Book One (RED) for FREE!

      

      

      

      “Many a man proclaims his own loyalty, but who can find a trustworthy man?”- Proverbs 20:6

      RUBY MASTERS

      

      “They’re coming!” Charlie Bailey shouted, his shoulders inched high, neck tilted, and eyes primed and focused on the sky above. Eagle alert, his face showed no sign of the past two days’ stress. A deep healed scar ran along his jawline, ending at his shirt’s collar, meeting his gray scarf there. Offset by his dark hair, trimmed short in military-style, his eyes revealed his Asian heritage. He blinked, raised a brow, and nodded in my direction, eyes still. “I hear their metal flap.” He pressed his lips tight. His clean-shaven face firmed resolute. “Ready!” He ordered the other three men.

      They folded their hands behind them, also lying flat on their backs like us, and slid beneath the sewer openings. “Ready,” they echoed his order.

      I glanced over my right shoulder, beyond a dangling strap on my bulletproof vest. Wishing for the safety I’d felt this morning riding along the lone road from the red barn where we’d hunkered overnight. Such a contrast to these darkened tunnel-like sewer entrances. Now, the fight for survival felt primal. As though anything could come at us here. Anything. Except we knew what was headed our way. We met it before, and it was not human in the least. If this encounter turned violent...

      I tipped my head to my right, to the telecom broadcast tower hoisted above the media building we exited minutes ago, while searching for information. “Charlie, listen, maybe there’s another way.” My belated effort to dissuade him from attempting force, if the occasion arose, sounded weak. His mind was already made up. His and the other men’s. Determination reflected in his firm jaw and rigid body stance—set, determined, and ready for battle. I sighed inwardly. At least I tried. Better late than never.

      Without a doubt, this has been the longest few minutes of my life this year. Lying flat on my back in a dried sewer entrance, waiting for danger. Too young for this. Or too old—depending on how you look at it. Plus, I’m too neat-conscious to hide in a sewer. The current circumstances don’t offer me a better alternative.

      The pain radiating across my back, thanks to having slept in a barn, met the brute cold chilling me from under the ground. I’ve never had a batch of hay for a bed, instead of a mattress, until last night at the barn. We didn’t expect to get busted by crickets at the Snowy Peaks’ media house. Not when the news studio appeared abandoned, like everyone had fled a sudden catastrophe—in a hurry.

      The place I’d actually feared we’d be discovered was at the barn where the town’s major roads ended five miles off. The area being lonely, we didn’t meet a soul on our way going or coming. Out of caution, we’d gone without electricity or heat all night—and shivered throughout as a result.

      I closed my eyes and replayed the SOS message I’d received. I still recalled the feminine voice—clear, but rushed and trembling. “Hello. This message is for Ruby Masters, in care of Robert Towers. This is an SOS message from the mayor of Snowy Peaks. Pete Zendel has seized our town. We need your help.…” I swatted a fly, wondering how it survived the cold I presently quivered in.

      A burst of sewage stench tickled my nostrils and further distracted my rehearsal. The dark half-shadow of the curved, dome-shaped bridge above hid the rest of me waist down. In contrast, the sky seemed bright, lovely even. But it wasn’t simply clear sky I was seeing. The crickets were up there somewhere. And they are coming for us—now.
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      Charlie turned up his nose and blinked without looking. “I’m not changing my mind, Ruby. Not even for your fiancé, Robert, loyal as I am to him. If he was here, he would’ve done the same.”

      True, he was loyal to Robert, some would think to a fault. As partners, when in a squad car, they were like brothers and watched each other’s back. Charlie had reportedly gone in and defused a bomb instead of allowing Robert to. Said he was grateful Robert harbored him for three months because he had nowhere to live after he got hired off the street while his wife and son stayed with her family. A war veteran, he was known to be patriotic and focused. His jaw tilted further skyward, left hand quietly gripping his hidden weapon, which I knew was there, tucked beneath him.

      The now-familiar buzz and grating metal wings blared above. The sounds drew closer. Then they burst into view and dove lower, making for us.

      Cemented block pillars separated us and these sewage entrances were located far from the center of the street. I squinted when the glint off the crickets’ metal wings shone into my eye. The closer they got, the more their insides sounded like mosquitoes’ whine, while the silver wings ground with a noisy flap each time they swung them. Residents claimed the place was full of them. They probably doubted what they saw up there was still the sun. At least, I thought it seemed so to the homeless man, who’d cared enough to answer us before we got here. The crickets—as they were called on the street— observed Snowy Peaks from above and then reported anomalies to whomever. I seriously doubted it was directly to Zendel, not with him still in prison.

      The crickets drew closer, angling further downward, leveling with our eye view. We waited, unsure about their next move. A hidden earpiece within my ear—held in place by some powerful skin adhesive—buzzed.

      I prayed Robert’s design of our earpieces was flawless as touted. I attempted to focus, but the grinding flutter of the crickets’ false wings, and the bothersome hum of their insides, made the creatures impossible to ignore.

      They flew closer, close enough for us to look into their black, rounded, lifeless eyeballs. A camera light flashed from within.

      And I blinked, turned my head from its glare. Before me, also getting observed by crickets, all four men spread out horizontally. I knew Charlie well enough to know he didn’t like this. The others were newer members of Robert’s unit. Though I wasn’t close to them, I was almost sure they hated this encounter just as much. I imagined their hearts pounding hard as mine. I assumed that being the only unarmed person, I might pass scrutiny quicker. But I couldn’t be too sure with these things though. The guys might not get so lucky. If they did, once the crickets left, I’d certainly dissuade Charlie from engaging forcibly with them if we met them again. The crickets might just be monitoring things, but someone somewhere used them to watch us. That person or people were who we needed to worry about. Violent exposure was a risk too great to take especially in a hostile environment.

      Will Charlie get this?

      Within moments, my teammates’ weapons clicked behind them, and I sucked in a quick breath. Despite my aversion to this dingy atmosphere, I felt a certain kinship with all of them. My heart knotted.

      What were they doing?

      This was planned as an observe, learn-everything-you-can mission when we left Silver Stone. Things didn’t quite go as planned, but we still needed to be careful. I didn’t want to lose any of them. “Charlie…” I called through gritted teeth.

      He ignored me, focusing on the fake bird fluttering in his face.

      They were prepared to shoot, but what if guns couldn’t stop these crickets? I swallowed. If only Robert was here. He’d know how to talk them down. Tension crackled the air and intensified with every flutter of those metal things.

      Lord, make these things go away. It wasn’t more a prayer than a wish. I loathed them, flutter and all.

      The cricket facing me swung from the side to right in my face. Its eyes, large as tennis balls, spun around in its sockets then stopped. Its nose doubled as a beak with a flat blue tip.

      I held my breath and clenched my fist as it perched near my shoulder. Something cold touched my neck. I resisted the urge to look as Robert had warned. He’d said under any type of observation, your eyes reveal pupil dilation and could be perceived as aggression. At the time, he’d thought I’d face human examination, not mechanical. Still, I applied the same caution.

      I tried to breathe deeply, but the tension in the repugnant atmosphere made me draw air in gasps. My mental calendar kicked in as I realized…the final purchase order for my bridal bouquet and altar flower selection was due at nine this morning. Eva would be upset over my no-show. She’d think it was the same reason I cancelled an appointment last week—urgent delivery for a VIP customer. Only this time, she’d be wrong. An ill-timed chuckle escaped my pressed lips. She wouldn’t believe where I was stuck if I told her!

      My home in Silver Stone felt a world away. Robert, even farther.

      Apart, but together, my words to Eva crept into my mind. Tears flooded my eyes as our last conversation swept my thoughts. Lying on this chilly ground, with a fake metal bird now perched on my shoulder was surreal, regrettable even. But someone asked me here to Snowy Peaks. I wasn’t here on my own, and I was yet to meet him. I wiped my eyes clear, fresh determination taking over.

      Lived in Maryland my entire life and never heard of this place. The mayor had sent an SOS. Asked me to come. Said Pete Zendel had bought the town through an auction and had forcefully taken it over.

      I thought it was a joke. Zendel was in prison, locked away, forgotten. I testified at his trial ten months ago, watched him being led away after the verdict. No way he could buy anything from prison. Then I saw the photos, proof of his purchase of the town, taken days earlier, as the date-and-time stamps revealed.

      The mayor’s message detailed how Snowy Peaks held an annual honorary auction online to celebrate the town’s rich history and their founders’ legacy of freedom. They gave former residents who now lived afar the opportunity to participate online, made admission free and open to all, and symbolically placed the town’s worth at 920,000 dollars—a thousand representing each citizen of Snowy Peaks. Soon after bidding began, Pete Zendel somehow gained access to the auction from prison, placed an exact bid, and paid the full sum. Then he later claimed new ownership of the town. He’d paid online via an anonymous spending account. When they investigated his payment source, their investigation turned up empty, leaving them at his mercy.

      The mayor noted he’d explained in response to an e-mail notice from Zendel—their town was not for sale. Period. If it were, it was certainly worth a lot more than 920,000 dollars. He’d further offered to refund the cost because the auction was simply symbolic, always had been. Zendel insisted the transaction was officially documented and therefore legal and binding on both parties. Making things worse, couple of days later, his lawyer showed up at Snowy Peaks to claim territory. Fed up, the mayor chose to reach out to me for help. He said my past triumphant experience with the man strengthened the basis for his decision.

      So why did his message say nothing of the crickets? Maybe they weren’t here then? I shook off the distraction. More crickets now hovered above the ones dancing in our faces.

      Frankly, I believed such plotting existed well within Zendel’s high-tech and crooked nature. I proceeded to research the town on the internet at the Silver Stone library—for abundance of caution. Most of its information, save old town images dating back thirty years, were marked Unavailable from search engines. The fact that the town’s main website—www.snowypeakstown.com—showed “down for construction” splashed across its welcome screen, spiked my suspicion. Was someone trying to rewrite the town’s history? I alerted Robert, but he was more concerned about me. He worried for my safety and preferred to focus on our upcoming wedding. With preparations at high gear and our wedding only two weeks away, we’d need to put everything on hold if I accepted the request to go to Snowy Peaks. My business could grind to a screeching halt. Our lives could stop. For Zendel—again.

      Robert wanted to go in my stead, but I’d volunteered. The mayor knew of him yet asked for me. There had to be a reason. Moreover, I thought I could get away more easily if things got rough, being a woman. Robert may not, being a cop. I wasn’t willing to let him intentionally embrace danger for my sake again. Not after Zendel’s failed attempt to kill Robert when Zendel held me hostage months ago. I’d chosen, never again.

      Robert then insisted Charlie and others from his unit—these four men—accompanied me, with the approval of his captain, the police chief. The captain initially wanted to send a full force squad with me, but later agreed to keep things low-key until I returned with on-the-ground details. In his words, “If I don’t hear from you in three days, we’ll storm Snowy Peaks.”

      Today was day two.
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      A cold blue-tipped beak pinched my arm, and I squealed, glaring at the cricket as it straightened. Heart Rate-80 bpm flashed on its oblong belly fitted with a screen, followed by Normal then a beep as the square screen went blank. But my heart raced wildly. Can’t be true! When I could feel the blood thumping in my ears—fast. Unless Robert’s device in my ear threw off its rhythm? Many workings of that tiny black button! I’d asked him for details; he said there was no time to explain. Just put it on. I did.

      The hovering cricket lifted and flew skyward, whisking away. So did those observing the men. A collective sigh of relief was in order as creaky wings rose higher, sounded farther. I swung my head toward Charlie, and the smile, which had begun to stretch my face, dried. His weapon now out, was trained up the sky, eyes squinting as he scrambled to his feet. The other men rose too, aimed high, and began to shoot as though they received an unspoken order.

      “Charlie! Stop!” Too late.

      Arrhythmic gunfire rang out. Sounded like a clash of metal when they began hitting their intended target high up. I swallowed. This time clutched by fear and not tension. Why couldn’t we gratefully leave in peace?

      I sprang to my feet and depressed my hand on my bulletproof vest to steady myself. Then I rushed toward Charlie, whose eyes stayed trained to the sky. I balanced against the pillar separating us. He didn’t stop shooting. Vibrations flowed from his active weapon and visibly shook his clothing. As I gripped the back of his jacket, the agitation crawled up my legs and shook me from feet first.

      Desperate, I sprawled to the ground behind him and tugged at his vest. I wished for him to cease, but stayed out of the line of fire.

      “Charlie!” I remembered his wife, Chrissy, and his son, Jaden—turning five in a couple of months. He had to remember them. Someone had to remind him.

      A piercing sound hit him, and he staggered back, sank to his knees, and then to the ground. He was hit on his chest, close to his lungs. As I kneeled beside him, he clutched a piece of his jacket with his free hand. His weapon slid down his arm, then rested against his chin. Blood dripped out one corner of his mouth.

      I held his head on my chest, so it didn’t hit the ground. The rapid fire of the other weapons stopped, almost at the same time. All fell silent. Only my erratic breathing filled my ears, Charlie borne on my arms.

      I uttered a guttural cry, grabbed his vest, and shook him vigorously. “Charlie!”

      He gripped my arm. “Ruby, no way out town.” His grip weakened. Then his hand dropped to the ground.

      “Help! Somebody, help me!” I pressed a hand to where I’d seen spotting, fighting to stop his blood loss.

      Soon, armed men emerged, weapons raised, all trotting toward me. The crickets flew down, returned, and hovered frantically.

      I spat out to the ground. They killed my team. The crickets’ bellies—now opened fully—exposed a hidden weapon cavity that I didn’t see the first time around. If only Charlie had suspected…

      Two of the men in black fatigues, wearing military-grade black boots, stomped closer and trained their weapons on me. The rest waited, armed and ready. So did the crickets. One glance at each of their exposed belly cavities, jutting forward what could only be a weapon, confirmed my earlier fears. They weren’t built only to observe and report. They were armed—and dangerous. A winged army.

      I glared at both men and machines. Enticed to confront, but it would be pointless. I was outmanned, out-machined, and outgunned. Stuck in a place with no way out as Charlie last said. I gritted my teeth at the memory of him.

      Cornered, I raised my hands in surrender, eyes pinned down on Charlie’s unmoving body. Why did he have to? Hot tears tore through my lids. Rising, my eyes crossed over to the other three, where they also lay still. Gone. Bravest men I’d ever met. I swallowed, grief bubbling into quiet sobs as three armed men drew closer, tied my hands back with strings, then pulled me forward by my vest while the crickets swirled overhead and followed.

      The tall uncut grasses on the lawn opposite almost fully covered us. There were no witnesses. None could see this far off the road. As they led me away, crumbled pieces of my heart stayed behind, laying there with the friends I’d lost.

      Facing more men in dark military fatigues ahead, with the crickets stubbornly circling above, knocked home two realities. First, this was too sophisticated for Zendel to be working alone. There had to be another party. Problem was, that other party seemed less calculating, more dangerous, and killed without reckon. Second, I was alone in Snowy Peaks. Only God could help me now. Oh, God, our help in ages past… The age-old song began in my heart.
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      Forty-Eight Hours Earlier...

      “You’re late.”

      I strode briskly to the reception desk, smiled at the bob hair-styled, bright-smiling associate manning it. She thumbed down the list to my name then checked me in electronically into my appointment. “Did I really need an appointment for wedding nails, Eva? Plus I’m only a couple of minutes behind,” I responded without looking.

      “Thank you,” I said to the associate. She smiled in response as I spun to face her boss.

      Eva—owner of T.I.S.H. Bridals on Sycamore Street, Silver Stone—tall, classy, and with a build like a supermodel, glanced at the watch on her slender wrist. Only the measuring tape strung over her shoulder made her appear more like a fashion designer. Her lime-green nail polish glistened off her fingers. “Half hour behind. Why an appointment? You’ve never seen a bride throw a fit over an ill-matched nail polish because it was off by a light color shade.”

      I grabbed my phone which I’d put down to check in. I’d forgotten to check in once before, and I got a call two days later about the missed appointment. Since moving to the central part of town, keeping these wedding prep appointments got a little more convenient. Though I missed my former neighbors—they being my very first business clients—my commute became faster between my office and everywhere I typically needed to be. But not today. “Blame it on 95 traffic.”

      She frowned, rejecting an incoming call on her phone as she drew closer. “You took 95 North at noon on a Friday?” She waved a dismissive hand, hugged me lightly. “Okay, you’re early then.” We both laughed. “It’s good to see you again, my favorite June bride-to-be.”

      I chuckled. “Been almost one year, and I’m still getting used to the title. Almost as strange as hearing Robert call me ‘my heartbeat’. I love it, but it will take some getting used to. I’m used to being called Ruby.”

      She arched a brow. “And Red. I heard him call you Red twice during your first appointment.”

      I smiled, recalling how self-conscious he was by being surrounded by rows of wedding dresses and squealing, excited brides. “Yes, Red. He’s called me Red so long I might as well tag it on as a middle name.”

      Her shoulders shook with laughter as she waved me further down the line of testing rooms. I followed close, noting other brides-to-be chatting with bridal consultants in smaller meeting and fitting rooms.

      Her bridal consultants took notes with hurried fingers, snapped photos of memorabilia that clients brought with them, and checked and confirmed wedding dress options with brides. The place was a bevy of activity, no doubt. And Eva was the best. She nailed customer service to a T. A bride tested a swirly milk-white dress, glancing at me. She looked stunning, and the lace design, which swept from her midsection to the sides, flaunted her feminine shape. When she locked gaze with me, I stopped.

      “You like?” Her eyes appeared unsure.

      I hesitated, wary to give advice on something as important as a wedding dress. “The top gives you full coverage so you don’t have to worry about bending. The waist shows your trim figure and flows to the swirly trail. You look lovely. Yes, I like.” My honest assessment.

      Eva prodded my arm with a gentle tug, and I moved along. Rows of wedding dresses in display hangers lined the white-splashed wall on the side. Something about seeing them again lured a smile to my face. I liked wedding dresses, even as a little girl, though I rarely saw one up close. Low overhead lighting spotted each and made them captivating. I glanced away, focused on Eva. Good
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