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recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or
it was not purchased for your enjoyment only, then please return to
Smashwords.com or your favorite retailer and purchase your own
copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

 


This book is a work
of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are
products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously
and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons,
living or dead, actual events, locales or organizations is entirely
coincidental. The author does not have any control over and does
not assume any responsibility for third-party websites or their
content.
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THIS IS THE FIFTH
EDITION of Mistaken Trust, my 2013 debut novel in the
Jewels Trust M.U.R.D.E.R series. Though
I’ve tweaked the wording here and there, the biggest revision from
the first edition remains the division of the Prologue into three
shorter sections. Readers informed me the Prologue was off the
charts too intense, so I broke it up. In this edition, I gave
the cover a new look.

As a newcomer on the
indie publishing scene, I would like to take a moment to introduce
myself. More accurately, what you can expect reading my novels. (I
share personal information in “About the Author” at the end of this
novel.)

My goal is to
entertain, perhaps even educate. My story-telling style is one in
which I endeavor to achieve a sense of “plausible realism.”
Therefore, I invest much time in research, including interviews
with law enforcement and defensive tactics experts. And I often
role play fight scenes with friends.

I strive to thrust the
reader into the moment. Cause a gasp, wrinkle of the nose, or a
heebie-jeebies shiver via graphic depictions, particularly during
intense scenes when the antagonist is perpetrating a heinous crime.
I also delve into the psyche of the criminal’s mind with flashbacks
of dastardly deeds done to him, which are never pleasant.

Thus, like many books
on the market, my suspense novels are not for everyone, especially
those faint of heart or easily offended. My antagonists spout foul
language and perform cringe-worthy deeds, as criminals do in real
life.

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

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

As you read
Mistaken Trust, I hope you find yourself cheering
for—perhaps even identifying with—Jewels as she is forced into
grave circumstances forcing her to invoke her charm, creativity,
and determination to bravely confront her captors to survive. And
in the end, maybe even admit that you have garnered something from
this fictional character to further boost the strength, character,
and determination within yourself.

I hope you experience
as much pleasure reading Mistaken Trust as I did writing
it.

ENJOY this killer-good
thriller!

—Shirley


Please visit my
website to request your FREE ebook
copy of the stand-alone novel, Forever
Breathless from my “Killer Among Us” collection of
psychological thrillers.

https://www.shirleyspain.weebly.com
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Prologue — Part One

 “When I see a
pretty woman ... one side of me says,

I’d like to talk to
her, date her. The other side of me says,

I wonder what her head
would look like on a stick?”

—Edmund Kemper, The
Co-ed Killer

 


HEFTING HER LIMP
BODY off his shoulder, he dumped his latest lab rat on
the specially prepared queen-sized bed.

The impact snapped her
head back, fanning her chin-length auburn hair across the crisp,
white sheet. A soft moan floated from her quivering lips.

“Good,” he muttered
with a crooked grin, knowing from experience soon she would be
conscious.

Digging his arms under
her shoulder blades, he hoisted her body toward the center of the
mattress, positioning her arms toward the edge of the headboard
where the open jaws of thick leather restraints waited to, once
again, consume unwilling flesh.

Her eyes fluttered.
Brows crimped. Arm muscles sparked a hint of life.

Engulfing her right
wrist in the three-inch-wide strap, he jerked it hard, buckling it
tight, but not so tightly she wouldn’t have a little wiggle room.
When she awoke, he wanted her to sense a glimmer of hope
that she could free herself. Hope would motivate her to struggle in
her bonds, even though escape was hopeless.

Agony stumbled across
her slowly-waking face. Her right arm flinched in pain.

Fastening her left
wrist in an identical restraint on the other side of the bed, he
smiled with calculating pleasure. The binding of her legs would
come later, when she was fully awake … when he could gorge on the
sights, sounds, and smell of her terror as she fought to escape the
inescapable tethers. Fought to escape him.

Another experiment was
beginning.


 One

 


“JEWELS, THIS JUST
CAME IN. Another grizzly attack,” Belinda announced
breathlessly, sliding the fax over the glass covered desk top to
her boss.

Belinda sank into one
of the two plush wingback chairs opposite Jewels’ desk and crossed
her legs. A gleam of morbid excitement danced in her eyes as she
paraphrased the contents of the fax. “That killer grizzly attacked
another hiker this morning. They found the guy down by Mirror Lake
without his legs.”

On occasion, as a
throwback to the fledging days of the Press when she was the sole
reporter, Jewels liked to roll up her journalistic sleeves to delve
into a hard-hitting or quirky story. Currently she was tracking the
random terrorist attacks for which a radical domestic group,
calling themselves Jefferson’s Warriors, had claimed
responsibility. Apparently her secretary thought the grizzly story
might capture her personal attention as well, especially since the
last known grizzly in Utah was killed in 1923.

However, based on the
latest eyewitness accounts and one blurry cell phone picture, the
distinctive hump on the bear’s back confirmed it was, in fact, a
grizzly. How and why the animal ventured into the Uintas seemed to
be a mystery to everyone, including bear experts.

Jewels’ features
melted into a sour face at the gruesome vision conjured up by her
mind. “Ohhhh, how awful,” she gasped, pushing the fax back across
the desk to Belinda. “Thanks for bringing this to my attention,
but—”

“I know,” Belinda
sighed with disappointment. “That sicko militia is the big story
because it has everyone on edge. Last month’s bombing of the
satellite police station next to Home Depot in Las Vegas didn’t
help.”

“I guess the only good
news is the bomb went off at two in the morning when no one was
around.”

“Jewels, don’t you
think in this day and age that security cameras or satellites or
something would have caught the perps in the act?”

“You’d think. But it’s
like they’re invisible … or so that’s what law enforcement is
saying. No one seems to know who they are or where they might
strike next. And if they do know, they’re not saying,” she
ventured, conspiracy in her tone.

“At least with this
one,” Belinda nodded at the fax, “you know a grizzly bear is the
bad guy and his territory is the Uinta Mountains.”

“Pass it along to
Howard. Have him take one of the SUVs to the Uintas to get an
interview with the Forest Service and see if he can pick up a
vibe on the woods in the area. Tell him pictures might be
nice, too.”

“Consider it done.”
Belinda sprang from the oversize burgundy chair leaving as quickly
as she had arrived, closing her boss’s office door behind her.

Jewels leaned back and
sighed. Pivoting the chair to face the window, she rested her
elbows on the arms and steepled her fingers, thinking about the
bear attacks.

This new victim made
five dead in as many months. Five people who had been killed by
what the Forest Service was describing as a true rarity: a grizzly
bear with an acquired a taste for human flesh.

Rocking in her
executive desk chair, she stared out the window, mulling over the
Forest Service’s explanation. There was something about their
acquired taste theory that gnawed at her innards. There had
to be more to it. But what?

Then it hit her.
“Men,” she blurted out, sitting straight up, eyes wide. “All of the
victims have been male even though three of the five were hiking
with female companions. This grizzly isn’t interested in women.
After all, it is a man-eating bear. There’s the slant for
the story.”

Turning to the
computer, she typed feverishly to record her thoughts, then emailed
them to Howard.

Jewels spun her chair
around again to face the corner windows.

Outside two sparrows
nibbled from the wooden A-frame bird feeder as it swung from one of
the branches of a shade tree in the parking lot. After watching
them for a few moments, a smile blossomed as she concluded the tiny
feathered pair were probably lovers.

TAP-TAP.
“Excuse me, Miz Andrasy?”

Jewels swiveled the
chair around.

Howard stood in the
doorway.

Her eyes bugged.
Nearly fifty years old, the sharp-dressing news reporter didn’t
look a day over forty and could easily be mistaken for a bigwig
attorney. Or a high-priced gigolo. “Wow. Another new suit?” She
signaled with a wave of her hand for him to come in.

As if on a fashion
runway, he sauntered into the room. Posed. Turned. “A custom
tailored Armani.”

“You always look like
a million bucks.”

“You would know.”

Pressing a finger to
her chin, her face serious. “Hmm. Your boss must pay you a high
wage if you can afford a suit like that.”

He waved his brows.
“Only because she knows I’m worth it.”

“By the way, you’ve
worked here for more than two years. When are you going to start
calling me Jewels?”

Grinning, he shrugged
and settled into one of the wingback chairs in front of her desk.
“Maybe when you agree to let me treat you to a fountain Diet Coke
over at Maverick.”

Jewels tossed her head
back in laughter. “Oh my, a big spender. I just couldn’t accept
anything that extravagant.”

For whatever reason,
the moment she met Howard Dyson there was an instant connection,
like being reunited with a big brother she had been separated from
as a child. Flipping her long hair over her shoulder with a brush
of her hand, she changed the subject. “Did you get my email?”

“Yes, I did, and I’m
rather bothered by it.”

“Oh?”

His handsome features
tightened. “You think this grizzly only attacks men, right?”

Nodding in agreement,
a puzzled look swamped Jewels’ face.

“And you assigned
me to this story? What’s up with that? Trying to get rid of
me by sending me to cover a story about a bear you think only eats
men?” He paused, glanced down at his crotch then back up at her. “I
am a man,” he confirmed, biting his lip to maintain a
straight face.

“Well, I never
thought—”

“That I was a
man?”

“No, silly.” She shook
her head. “I never considered you to be in danger because I figured
you wouldn’t be camping or—”

Howard leaned forward
in the chair. “Come with me to the Uintas.” His hypnotizing dark
eyes locked onto hers. “You can protect me from the big, bad wolf …
I mean, bear.”

Swinging a
reprimanding finger at him, she confessed, “Okay, you had me going
for a minute. And speaking of going, skedaddle.” Jewels playfully
shooed him off with a few quick flicks of her wrist. “And if you
want protection, take a gun. Now go track down that bear … I mean,
story.”

Flashing a sexy smile
at her, he rose. “Very well,” he sighed with disappointment. After
taking a few steps toward the door he stopped. Reached into his
jacket pocket and spun around on his left heel. “Almost forgot.” He
strolled back to her desk. “This is my latest.” He waved a gold
shield at Jewels.

“You and your
badges.”

“No different than you
and your shoes.” Marching around to the side of her desk, he
glanced down at her feet. “Let me see ‘em.”

Giggling, she stood
up, modeled the bright pink stilettos that accented her pastel pink
Anne Klein two-piece linen suit. “But, unlike your shields, my
shoes aren’t illegal.”

He eyed her shapely
legs and high heels. “Maybe they should be.”

A reserved smile
played on her lips. Sometimes his tone pushed the limits of her
willingness to flirt with an employee, but most of the time she
excused it by reasoning he was more like family. At least in her
mind.

Extending his arm
toward her face, he held the badge for her to see the inscription.
“You gotta read this one aloud.”

“Lead Babe
Investigator, United States of America.” She laughed, returning
to her desk chair. “How many does this one make in your
collection?”

He rolled his eyes
toward the top of his skull. “Right around an even two hundred, but
I believe you have at least double that in shoes.”

“Just don’t get caught
flashing that badge around in public at some babe. It’s a
Class B misdemeanor and if you get arrested, I’m not going
to bail you out of jail,” Jewels spouted, brandishing a devilish
look.

Dumping the badge in
his suit pocket, Howard straightened his index, middle, and ring
fingers on his right hand, squeezed them together and waved.
“Scouts honor, Miz Andrasy, I’ll save it for behind closed
doors.”

“You were never a
scout,” Jewels razzed, her eyes dancing with mischief.

With a sly grin,
Howard waved his brows at her then turned on his heel, sashaying
out the door.

 


EARLIER THAT MORNING
IN A REMOTE LOCATION.

It was never her
intention to spy. Sharon just happened to be passing the
partially open door of the general’s office at the exact moment
four of the compound’s most high-powered men were standing in a
tight circle, talking, their tone hush-hushed but somewhat
heated.

If it wasn’t the devil
that made her do it, then it was innate curiosity. Stopping in her
tracks, she glanced up and down the gloomy hallway.

No one in sight.

Backtracking on
tiptoes to the partially opened door, Sharon softly leaned against
the stone wall of the hallway. Inching her body closer toward the
door until she could stretch her neck into a position where her
ears could hear all and her eyes could capture a peek.

“The Commander wants
Phase One implemented within the next ten days to two weeks,”
Cooman relayed.

“This is no good. Now
we’re kidnapping women for the Commander’s pleasure,” Doc commented
with disdain.

“Not women, just Julia
Andrasy,” Cooman corrected.

“Since when did we
start fulfilling his personal agenda?” Watters asked, an
overtone of disgust in voice.

Tank snickered,
slugging Watters on the shoulder. “No need to worry your pretty
little head. I’ll take care of nabbing the bitch. All you have to
do is keep her locked up.”

“That’s not the
point—”

“As long as I’m the
C.O. of this compound, whatever the Commander wants, the Commander
gets, including Julia Andrasy. And if he wants to dress her up, tie
her up, beat her up, or mutilate her, so be it. We owe him that
much.”

“With all due respect,
Sir, word has gotten out. The men are asking questions,” Watters
pressed.

Cooman glared. “The
men, or just you?”

Watters sighed. “I’m
just saying, Sir…” He waved open hands in front of his body and
lowered his head to gaze at the floor.

Tank leaned into
Watters. “I recall you have a little sister in Denver—”

“Don’t even
think about her.” Watters shot to attention and clenched his
fists, glaring at Tank.

“Simmer down,
Gentlemen,” Cooman barked.

Tank laughed. “Hey,
I’m cool.”

Watters relaxed his
fists, but continued to glare.

“Now let’s discuss
what needs to happen before she arrives.”

Dread scorched
Sharon’s body. This was worse than she imagined. Before this moment
she had only gleaned bits and pieces of information. Now it all
made sense. At least in a sick, gruesome kind of way. Gotta warn
her.

Once again on tiptoes,
she retreated from the door as the men hammered out the details
involved in the kidnapping and imprisoning of Julia Andrasy. But
before she reached the crossing in the hallway, the tiniest of
sneezes sneaked up on her. Despite her efforts to contain it, the
little expulsion of air from her nose might as well have blared
like a tripped security alarm.

Abruptly the hubbub of
brisk voices went silent.

Shit! Had the
wimpy sneeze betrayed her? Not taking any chances her eavesdropping
may have been discovered, she sneaked to the intersection of
hallways, turned the corner, and ran toward the stairs.

Voices talked over one
another. A moment later, “Bring her back,” a male voice
hollered.

Sharon recognized it
as the general’s. For sure she was in deep shit.

During the two years
she had resided at the compound, it had become apparent death was a
common punishment for seemingly minor infractions. The message: do
exactly as you’re told, no more, no less, or be killed.

No doubt, regardless
of the special skill set she brought to the organization,
overhearing a privileged conversation would warrant a death
sentence if they caught her. Galloping down the familiar
dungeon-like hall and around a sharp corner, the exit came into
view.

“Where’s the fire,
Honey?” called out the guard standing at the top of the
staircase.

“Tampon run,” Sharon
snapped, leaping up the stairs, two at a time.

Recoiling his head, he
wrinkled his nose. “TMI.”

Too much
information. No shit. That was an understatement, considering
what she had just overheard. “Make way, I’m PMSing bad,” she
growled at the guard.

Plastering his body
against the wall behind the door, he cleared a path for her to
breeze past him once she reached the top.

“Stop her! Don’t let
her out!” a male voice boomed from deep within the dark
hallway.

Too late. With a good
twenty-foot head start, Sharon was nearly free and planned to stay
that way. Not slowing down or giving the guard a chance to stop
her, she burst through the entry, practically slamming the big
metal door in the guard’s face.

A cool breeze, warm
rays of morning sunshine, and the smell of pine trees greeted her,
but Sharon didn’t take the time to appreciate them. Avoiding
capture was paramount if she were to warn her high school friend of
their sinister plan.

Gravel crunched
beneath the frantic hammering of her army boots as she tore toward
her shiny red Jeep Wrangler. Thank god she had left the keys in the
ignition. Immediate escape was a matter of life or death for her.
And for her friend.


Two




“BY THE
WAY…”

Jewels jumped at the
sound of Belinda’s booming voice. She whirled the chair around to
face the door, watching her secretary bounced through the
entry.

“It’s Thursday,”
Belinda reminded, her tone playful, big elk-brown eyes sparkling.
“And guess what? Your FBI guy called. Again.”

Belinda Parker, her
busty twenty-seven-year-old secretary—whom she regarded more as a
little sister than an employee—was five-foot-five-inches tall, a
pleasantly plump one-hundred-forty pounds with chestnut hair cut
into a sexy short crop and gelled into trendy spikes.

Rolling her eyes,
Jewels sighed. Again was right. For the past three months
Theodore Hines, FBI Special Agent In Charge of the Salt Lake
office, had been calling once a week, every Thursday, wanting to
take her out on a date.

“Thanks, but no thank
you,” she said, sounding exhausted.

Crimping her brows,
Belinda lowered herself into the inviting wingback chair opposite
Jewels’ desk. “Can we talk? I mean as friends, not as you being my
boss?”

Concern tightened
Jewels’ face. “Certainly. Let me shut the door.” Pushing back from
her desk, she walked across the room and closed the door. Instead
of returning to the seat behind her desk, she sat next to Belinda
in the matching chair.

Belinda leaned forward
and patted Jewels on the knee. “I think it’s time we had a
talk.”

“About what?”

“You and Agent
Hines.”

Exhaling with force,
Jewels collapsed her back into the chair and rubbed her
forehead.

“Robert would want you
to move on—”

“It’s
complicated—”

“Just hear me out.
Okay?”

“Fine.”

“Jewels you have
everything—”

“Had,” she
corrected.

Belinda’s head tilted,
eyes pinched in reprimand at Jewels for interrupting her.

“Sorry, go ahead.”

“First of all, look at
you. You’re thirty-four years old, have the beauty and poise of a
cover model, the warm personality of a southern belle, and the
business savvy of a Fortune 500 CEO…”

Jewels’ face
reddened.

“And you’re a widow.
Jewels, you’re single. Robert’s gone—”

“Don’t you think I
know that?” she interrupted with a huff, bolting to her feet.
“Every day, I come into the New Greensburgh Press, the printing and
newspaper business Robert and I built from nothing, and take a seat
behind this beautifully decorated and furnished office Robert and I
used to share.

“And every day…” her
voice quivered, tears swam over her eyes as she walked toward the
corner window, “I’m reminded that despite these things,” she
motioned at the expensive furniture and original paintings on the
wall, “and even with all my wonderful friends and employees,” she
warmly smiled at Belinda, “I’m lonely. If it wasn’t for Boo-Boo…”
Unable to withhold her emotional pain any longer, Jewels burst into
tears, burying her face in her hands.

Belinda rushed to
Jewels and engulfed her boss and dear friend in her arms. “Oh,
Jewels.” After hugging her long and hard, Belinda stepped back.
“Your loneliness is obvious. That’s why I wanted to talk to you.
Sure, I get no one could ever replace Robert. What you two
had was special. But that doesn’t mean you can’t allow yourself to
enjoy the companionship of another man.”

Jewels sniffed,
nodded, strolled to her desk for a Kleenex and dabbed her eyes.
“You’re right. I know. It’s just that—”

“You haven’t dated in
over fourteen years and you’re scared.”

Jewels chuckled.

“That’s why I think
Agent Hines would be a great breakout first date. You’ve known him
for almost two years so he’s not a stranger. Plus he’s good
looking, dresses like he’s related to some fancy Italian suit
maker, is a big cheese with the FBI, and, most importantly, he’s
crazy about you!”

“I guess when you put
it that way—”

“Then go out with him.
What do you have to lose? Who knows, maybe if you go out with him
once, he’ll never call you again.”

A spontaneous tee-hee
escaped Jewels’ lips. Once again Belinda had gotten her to laugh.
“All right, Belinda, you win.”

“I’ll be right back
with his number.” She darted out of the office.

Jewels hung her head.
Robert had been her life since she was only twenty years old. He
was the only man she ever had. The only man she ever wanted. The
only man she believed she could ever truly love.

Reflecting upon the
circumstances that stole Robert’s life still brought her to the
brink of tears, even after eighteen months.

How in the world could
a huge newspaper roll slide off the forklift at the precise moment
Robert passed under it, instantly crushing him? The odds of
something like that happening were, what? One in ten trillion? A
hundred zillion? God was the only one who knew. And as far as the
police were concerned, it was an open and shut case: accidental
death.

What haunted Jewels
the most was the mystery of her husband’s missing wedding band.
Robert never removed his wedding ring. However, after the accident
the ring could not be found. Anywhere. The authorities surmised the
impact of the huge newspaper roll falling on his body shot the ring
off his finger and it got lost, somewhere. But the
mysterious black hole theory didn’t sit well with Jewels.

“Here you go.” Belinda
handed the pink message pad to Jewels while scanning her BlackBerry
calendar. “Tonight you’ve got the Shoot for MD fund-raiser at the
Winston Range from five-thirty to eight. After that you’re free.
And totally open Friday night.”

“Thank you.”

Belinda winked at
Jewels. Gestured a thumbs up sign of support and moral
encouragement and exited, softly closing the office door.

Almost with a sense of
dread, Jewels stared at the pink message pad with Hines’ phone
number written on it. Her mouth was dry. Armpits sweaty. Chest
tight. Becoming aware of the nervous signs, she laughed aloud,
“Jeez.”

Rapidly waving around
the pink message pad to fan her face, she exhaled through loosely
knit lips. “I’ll agree to dinner. That’s all. No movie. No show. No
whatever else. Just dinner. And I’ll meet him wherever we decide to
go.” She lifted the receiver of her desktop phone and pushed the
buttons to dial Agent Hines.

“Jewels!” Belinda
burst through the door, panic in her voice and on her face. “For
you. An emergency phone call on line six.”

Nodding, Jewels
punched the line six button, disconnecting Hines’ number she had
partially dialed. “This is Julia Andrasy. How may—”

“Jewels. I gotta talk
to you. Right away. Not on the phone.”

“Okay. Who is—”

“It’s me, Jewels,
Sharon Marie. Remember me? Sharon Marie Jeppson from high school
... the drama trauma gang?”

“Of course, drama
club. Sharon, what’s going on?”

“I gotta tell you
something, but not on the phone. It’s a matter of life and death,
Jewels. How long before you can get to our old drama club
hangout?”

“Life and death?
Shouldn’t you call the police—”

“No cops. It’s too
dangerous. Just get here as fast as you can.”

“Uh, okay. Peggy
Sue’s?”

“Shhh. Don’t say
anymore over the phone. And, yes, that’s the place.”

Jewels glanced
outside—a beautiful summer day—then peeked at the gold Rolex on her
wrist: 10:38. “You know I’m in New Greensburgh, but I could be
there in thirty or forty minutes.”

“Hurry, Jewels. Please
hurry.”

 


SO FAR, SO
GOOD. Sharon hung up the pay phone receiver at the
convenience store. No way would she use her cell. Didn’t want the
bastards to track her via the phone GPS. Plus she had left any
would-be follower in the dust not only because she had a great head
start on her getaway, but because she had a knack for losing pesky
tails.

However, she forgot a
condition for acceptance into the compound was for her Jeep to be
fitted with an open sky GPS, rigged on top of her exterior spare
tire mount. Perhaps the vehicle tracking device, and not her
assumed keen driving skills, was the reason Sharon had so easily
evaded being followed. But that thought hadn’t crossed her
mind.

Feeling smart and
righteous, Sharon piled into her Jeep and headed for Peggy Sue’s, a
half a block away. Just like the old times, she parked in the rear,
entering the restaurant through the back door.

When the door opened a
cowbell clanged announcing Sharon’s arrival.

About the size of a
middle school gymnasium, the retro-fifties sandwich shop hadn’t
changed since the last time she was there, over a decade ago. To
the left of the back door entry, a reproduction of the classic
Wurlitzer bubble jukebox. “Blue Moon” blared from its speakers and
flashed a colorful light show in time with the song. Opposite the
nickelodeon, their table.

Memories flashed
through her mind. A pleasant smile pulled at the corners of her
lips. Eight teens, shoulder-to-shoulder, crammed into the
horseshoe-shaped booth. Laughing. Sharing milkshakes. Playing drama
queens and kings. “Those were the days,” she whispered to herself,
remembering the reason they had chosen the booth nestled deep in
the alcove was for its private location.

Confident she had
outsmarted the compound dragoons, and knowing Jewels wouldn’t
arrive for at least another half hour, Sharon decided to order a
sandwich. Ambling toward the counter, she soaked in the sights as
if on a journey back in time.

Shiny rectangular
tables surrounded by bright red vinyl upholstered booths on a black
and white checkerboard floor lined the walls. Retro schoolhouse
lights hung over the tables.

Near the front door,
the famous deli counter where mouth-watering magic was conjured
from the rows of lunch meats and cheese blocks lined up in
anticipation of becoming part of one of Peggy Sue’s famous custom
creations.

A lean short man of
Mexican origin, dressed like a butcher in a white apron and wearing
a soda jerk hat, paced behind the counter. Bored written all
over his face. “Can I help you, Miss?”

Sharon knew what she
wanted. “Gimme a Peggy Sue’s special, loaded, with extra thousand
island dressing on marble rye. And a monster Pepsi.”

Nodding, he went to
work on building her made-to-order grinder.

Sliding onto one of
the dozen classic bolted swivel-seat soda fountain stools in front
of the narrow counter, she waited, strumming her fingers on the
glossy red bar while continuing to bathe in the scene.

Three waitresses, with
their hair pulled high into ponytails, wearing poodle skirts and
vintage lace-up white roller skates relaxed in a front corner
booth, waiting for the lunch rush to begin.

Grinning, Sharon
remembered how she was declined employment at Peggy Sue’s because
she failed the roller skating audition. Fell flat on her ass.
Twice.

An idea regarding her
current situation jolted her from the stroll down memory lane. “Do
you have a piece of paper, like a notebook sheet or something like
that?” she asked the sandwich maker, a tone of urgency in her
voice.

Grunting, he looked
around. Picked up a disposable white paper placemat and waved it at
her. “Will this work?”

“Perfect. Paper is
paper, right?” She snatched it from his hand. “And how about
something to write with?”

“What? Writing a love
letter or something?” His sarcasm was almost palpable. Acting put
out, he moseyed to the cash register. Plucked one of the pens out
of the Pepsi cup posted next to the register. All of the pens in
the paper cup had a long red plastic spoon taped on the end to keep
them from walking off with customers. “Will this do?” He held it up
for her inspection.

Beaming a broad smile,
she collected it from him. “You’re the best. And I promise
to return it.”

“Here’s your sandwich
and drink. And if you need another piece of paper, use the
one under your lunch,” he suggested with a snarky tone, sliding the
plastic carry tray toward her.

After paying for her
sandwich and drink, nostalgia—along with the desire for much-needed
privacy—motivated her to relax in the secluded horseshoe booth at
the back of the restaurant.

While eating Sharon
sketched. And by no means would she be accused of being an artist.
Nonetheless, she did her best.

The cowbell
clanged.

She glanced up. Did a
double take at the hulking man. Gasped. Choked on the bite of
sandwich she had just stuffed into her mouth.

Sharon shoved her
art under her thigh to hide it, while at the same time
watching him pivot his head in her direction.

Before she could
scream or move, he thrust his massive body into the booth to
snuggle next to her. His thick arm wrapped around her shoulder like
a steel band, drawing her body close to him so he could whisper
into her ear. “Say one word and I guarantee your blue-haired Auntie
Bea will have an accident in her Jazzy.”

“Leave her out of
this,” Sharon snapped, her mouth full. Aunt Beatrice was like a
second mother to her and she knew that he knew it—that was the
bitch about the compound. Word had gotten around that they
had something on everyone; an Achilles heel that could be
exploited anytime a member didn’t toe the mark and walk the line.
Aunt Bea was the chink in her righteous armor.

“Who did you
call?”

“Call?” she echoed,
chewing and swallowing the food tucked in her cheek.

Continuing to hold her
while using the tabletop as concealment, he pressed the blade of a
huge hunting knife near her bellybutton. “Don’t fuck with me,” he
snarled, his voice low. “We can do this the hard way or the easy
way…”


 Prologue — Part
Two

BACK TO A WEEK
EARLIER.

The rough edges of the
thick leather straps bit into her wrists as she fought the
restraints. “Take these off me, right now,” she demanded through
gritted teeth, while continuing to combat the straps.

Near the foot of the
bed he towered over his latest captive. Arms folded across his
chest. Amused. Like a weed-out-the-wimps boot camp sergeant, his
eyes narrowed. Why the hell did his lab rats think he would
give in to any of their demands?

The veins in her neck
stood out in livid ridges and her hands balled into white-knuckled
fists as she twisted and turned. Pulled and yanked. Her leaf green
eyes bulged. Just as he had planned, the hope of escape
fueled her vigor.

Despite her best
efforts, she wasn’t going to escape. None of the others had. The
potent leather bindings were designed to control the most violent
of criminals no matter their size, how much iron they pumped, or
how jacked up they were on drugs.

The bare bones log
cabin creaked and swayed. Outside, near the timberline of the High
Uinta Mountains, the late summer’s pastel sky had fallen victim to
a violent assault. Dozens of inky clouds spit lightning and belched
thunder. Micro bursts of wind screamed through throngs of tall
pines like sirens warning of an impending air raid.

“Who the hell dresses
like that in the woods anyway?” she scoffed, breathing heavily, her
brows furrowed and nose curled. “And that tie is ridiculous. It
looks like the tongue of a half-breed Chow-Chow.”

He raised a brow in a
questioning slant. Straightened his pink and black silk tie and
flicked imaginary dust off the sleeves of the costly black
pin-striped suit coat. Standing erect, he bragged, “I look like a
Fortune 500 executive, don’t I?” As if basking in a moment of
limelight on stage, he elongated his neck and turned his head
toward the camping lantern softly swaying from a rusty spike in the
rafter. Though it didn’t spotlight his face, it illuminated the
modest cabin interior: one large room with a small nook for a
kitchen area which served his basic needs.

“You’re a perverted
bastard. Let me go,” she snorted, glaring murderously at him.

A fist-sized purple
bruise was manifesting beneath her left cheekbone from the knockout
punch he had inflicted to abduct her.

His maleness swelled
watching the woman’s athletic body thrash about in vain for
freedom.

Daylight seeped into
the cabin through thin spaces between wooden planks boarding up the
windows. The storm’s invisible fury banged against the thick wooden
door like a relentless knock from a persistent door-to-door
salesman. Drafts of angry air squeezed through the poorly fitted
door jamb, howling as its invasion commenced.

His mind ventured into
the future, fantasizing about her. His chosen one. His true
love. Sweet Cheeks.

Visions of her
scrambled over each other in his head. Her long, vanilla hair.
Aphrodite face. Alluring Nordic blue eyes. Smooth, sexy walk and
sway of her hourglass body. The delicious smell of expensive
perfume emanating from her soft, sun-bronzed skin…

How would she
react when it was her turn to be strapped down? Dreaming of his
suave character and exquisite powers of charm, he imagined how he
would beguile her into trusting him so completely she willingly
submitted to him. Even as he buckled the restraints to painfully
bind her to the bed … and he envisioned her enjoying it. Being
sexually aroused by it. However the notion of her resisting him,
even just a tiny bit, was a guiltless pleasure he could exploit to
his personal satisfaction as well.

It had been a long
road, his trek to Sweet Cheeks. He had planned every detail,
including her upcoming kidnapping followed by her staged death.
Only then, when Sweet Cheeks was presumed dead, would she be his
without interruption or threat from the outside world.

Using a collection of
Barbie dolls—Sweet Cheeks’ proxies—posed in various bondage
positions like those featured on forced rape pornographic internet
sites, he detailed the sexual poses of how he wanted to enslave
her.

His maleness continued
to swell.

“You fucker, say
something!” The woman thrust a hate-filled kick at him. The tread
of her hiking boot skimmed across his stomach, leaving a dirt mark
on his white shirt.

Rearing back, he
scowled. His Sweet Cheeks fantasy snuffed. “Look what you’ve done,”
he yelled, brushing the black streak on his shirt with a few quick
strokes from the tips of his manicured fingers.

“Good. I hope it
doesn’t come out.” Again she stabbed at him with her foot even
though he was out of range.

Though he assumed the
foul-mouthed, sour-faced cantankerous woman was probably close to
the same age as Sweet Cheeks, this lab rat was nothing like
her. This one was plain. One of those wear-no-make-up, all natural
women. A tree-hugging liberal. But that didn’t matter. Miz
Tree-Hugger had one purpose: to serve as the final experiment.

Shaking his head back
and forth, he made a reprimanding clucking sound with his tongue.
“I paid a hundred-twenty-five-dollars for this shirt.” Crinkling
his forehead in feigned concern, he paused, then roared a hee-haw.
“And you could have hurt me.”

“You’re demented.” She
swung her boot at his torso again. Missed again.

Pointing to her
churning legs with his chin, his eyes brightened. “Time to do
something about those.” Bending over the left corner of the
footboard, he grabbed the inch-wide piece of black leather dangling
from the corner post. Pulled on it, as if reeling in a small boat
anchor.

At the end of the
strip was a leather restraint cuff like the ones holding her
arms.

He tossed it onto the
bed and eyed her.

Backpedaling to the
top of the mattress she tucked her heels toward her buttocks. “What
kind of a perverted bastard are you anyway?”

Intrigued, he raised a
brow and smiled slyly. “The smart and determined kind,” he
returned, lowering his voice for a menacing effect.

It worked.

Her breaths sped up.
Nostrils flared. Pressing her back harder against the sturdy log
headboard, she retracted her knees tighter toward her chest. None
of the lab rats had reacted that way at the sight of the leg
restraints.

Ahhh. A new challenge.
Inside, his stomach flip-flopped with excitement. Outside, calm.
Cool. Collected.

He repeated the
strap-reeling-in process on the other side of the footboard, while
barely containing the thrill within. This was why he never fully
restrained the lab rats when they were unconscious.

Suddenly a blinding
flash of lightning. A near deafening clap of thunder.

The captive woman
jerked her body and screamed.

Rain pelted the cabin.
Wind screeched through the cracks around the door. Mother Nature
was throwing a full-blown weather tantrum.

Contemplating his next
move, he massaged his hands in eager anticipation, visually
scouring his test subject.

Her body quivered.
Teeth chattered. Not from the cold, but fear.

Perfect.

Concluding it would be
easier—and safer for him—to take the straps to her ankles, rather
than force her tucked-up legs to the straps at the bottom of the
bed, he untied the leash of each restraint from the corners of the
footboard. Keenly aware of her gaping eyes fixed on him, “Macabre
fascination,” he stated, as if he were a medical examiner recording
his observations during an autopsy.

Nonchalantly draping
the leashes with the attached restraint cuffs across his shoulder,
he stared back at her. Seeking to elicit more unconscious
body language of fear from his lab rat, he hardened his face
and compressed his eyes: lasers targeted to fillet her soul.

She responded with a
pitiful whimper, recoiling her head backward. Moments later tiny
beads of sweat dotted her forehead. “You can’t do this to me. This
is police brutality.”

An alligator
grin, reserved for only the most rapturous of circumstances,
swam across his face. “What?”

“You’re a cop,
right?”

“Because I flashed a
badge?” Reaching into this suit jacket pocket, he pulled out the
gold shield, waved it at her. “Twenty-nine, ninety-five. Ordered
right off the internet.”

Her facial muscles
twitched. “You’re not a real cop?”

Sneering, he rushed
her, tackling her bunched up legs, pinning her motionless.

“Get away from me, you
sick fucker,” she screamed, showering the side of his face with
tiny globs of saliva. Gnashing her teeth in mid, she lunged her
head forward and back, attempting to bite his arm or shoulder.

That alligator
grin surfaced again. Teeth gnashing was a new experience, too.
And new stunts performed by his lab rats excited him. But
there would be plenty of time for gratification later. Right now,
he had to focus on controlling her legs.

Maintaining her in the
pinned position and free from the path of her chomping teeth, he
peeled off her hiking boots and socks and lobbed them onto the
floor.

“What are you doing?”
Her voice cracked as she pumped her legs, struggling to no avail to
break his hold.

He buckled a thick
leather cuff around each of her ankles, then snapped a leather
leash onto the D-ring of each ankle restraint.

“Stop it! Let me go,”
she protested, her breathing labored from combatting his grip.

Holding a long leather
leash in each hand, he thrust himself off the bed and stood up.
Despite her physical resistance, he forced her legs to the bottom
of the bed, fastening the leash ends to the logs at the edge of the
footboard. His latest lab rat—Miz Tree-Hugger—was bound as
he desired: spread-eagle.

“Help! Help! Somebody,
please, hellllllp!”

“Go ahead, scream. No
one ventures this deep into the woods. No one. Ever.”

And he was right.
However, if by some chance anyone ever happened upon his
lab, he had made certain looky-loos would have no way of
seeing inside. He had boarded up the cabin’s three windows with
wooden planks on the outside set in neat vertical rows. Each plank
was laced with huge spikes, the ends pointing outward; a painful
keep-out message to any man or beast who might spawn thoughts of
intrusion.

Sobbing without
control, she launched another frantic twisting-turning assault
against the leather restraints.

He indulged his
senses: the sight of her short auburn hair in a tossed mess across
her face and her eyes wild with fright; the sound of her gasping
short breaths; the smell of her sweat, seasoned with fear … and her
fully clothed body? No, no, no. That mannish red, black and white
plaid flannel shirt and those tight-ass Levis had to go.

A mischievous grin
scooted across his face. “Oh, Miz Tree-Hugger,” he taunted, his
voice rising an octave in anticipation of the next step. “One more
thing.” Flashing his version of a sexy Tom Selleck eyebrow wave at
her, he brushed back his pin-striped suit coat to expose a knife
sheathed at his side.

“God, nooooo,” she
shrieked, jerking her arms and legs against the stubborn
straps.

“Now, now.” He
withdrew the SOG SEAL knife to reveal its seven-inch blade.

“Please, Mister.
Please. I’ll do anything you want. I mean anything. I even have
some money. Please, just don’t hurt me. I’ll do whatever you want,
please…”

Old news. How
unoriginal. He had heard it all before. The sight of the blade had
brought about an instant attitude adjustment in each of his past
lab rats, too. Miz Tree-Hugger’s chatters were no
different.

The verbal tirades
always started and ended the same. At first when the women were
bound only in wrist restraints they spouted angry commands.
Demanded to be released. Judged him. Shouted vulgarities.

When their legs were
strapped down, brave commands and damning judgements swiftly
diminished to window-shattering screams and pleas for outside
help.

Once that notion was
squashed and the knife was unsheathed, Mickey Mouse bargaining
attempts were proposed. When that didn’t work, they resorted to
shameless begging. And right now Miz Tree-Hugger was fuckin’
groveling.

“Please, don’t hurt
me. I’ll do whatever you want. I promise. Anything.”

“Damn straight you’ll
do anything I want,” he needled, bending over her.

“Just please don’t
hurt me. Pleeeease…”

Undisturbed by her
sniveling and pleas, his steady hand guided the razor sharp knife
through the heavy flannel material of her shirt with the ease of a
pencil slicing through a cobweb.

Like those before her,
Miz Tree-Hugger held her breath and pinched her eyes shut, muscles
trembling without control. “Same old, same old,” he commented,
again like a coroner verbalizing notes.

After slicing the
blouse, he skinned off her tight-fitting Levis. Lastly, he reduced
her bra and panties to mere tatters before sheathing the knife.

Obviously relieved the
knife was out of her sight, she started to breath again. And
cry.

Peeling the slivered
clothes from her body and tossing them on the floor, he hovered
over her, visually frisking every inch of her naked body.

Miz Tree-Hugger’s face
was red and blotchy from crying. A thin line of blood trickled from
under the leather wrist restraint on her right hand. Her nipples
were hard and shriveled like purple raisins. And she had peed all
over the bed.

The other lab
rats had taught him bladder relief was common in these
situations. He remembered his first. A big-breasted Hispanic hooker
with purple punk-hair. Charming her into believing he was just
another kinky trick, she willingly submitted to the restraints. But
as soon as she figured to the contrary, it was smelly hot piss
everywhere. The mattress ruined.

But he was intelligent
and learned from experience. When he purchased a new mattress he
mentioned his son wet the bed. The salesman suggested a heavy-duty
rubber mattress cover. “Wise investment,” he muttered with a
prideful smile as he gazed at the urine-soaked sheets.

Though the bulk of his
attention was devoted to Miz Tree-Hugger, he wondered if Sweet
Cheeks would piss all over herself. He hoped not, but would be
prepared just the same and leave the rubber cover on.

“Please, Mister, let
me go … or get it over with.”

Standing silent, eyes
narrowed, he continued to shake her down.

“Rape me. That’s what
you’re going to do, right? Well do it then let me go. I’ll never
tell you raped me…”

Rape. The
accusation offended him. “I’m no rapist,” he growled, grinding his
teeth. Stomping with indignation to the nightstand, he yanked open
the top drawer and extracted a wad of leather, hiding it behind his
back.

On and on she wailed
about being defiled and repeating that word: rape.

Pushing the drawer
shut with his knee, he glared at her as one would a cockroach
needing to be stepped on.

“Please, Mister,
please. Don’t hurt me. I’ll do anything you want. Just please don’t
hurt me…”

His lips curled with
loathing.

Squirming, she
continued to beg. “Please, Mister, just do it then let me
go. I won’t tell anyone. I promise.”

“Riiiight.”

“Pleeeeeease. Just do
whatever you’re gonna do then let me go.” Tears coursed down her
face and puddled on the pillow. In obvious frustration and
desperation, she launched another twisting, turning and yanking
battle to liberate herself from the escape-proof restraints.

Tilting his head, he
motioned toward the straps. “You know, you’re the one to blame for
your predicament.” Scratching the back of his head, “Didn’t your
momma ever tell you not to ride with strangers?”

“I-I thought I could
trust you. You showed me a badge and told me you were a—”

Bellowing a laugh, he
pounced on her. Straddling her chest with his knees, he waved his
hands in front of her face to reveal the hidden wad behind his
back: a black leather gag with an oval ball attached. “Open
wide.”

“Nooooo.”

Being an astute
predator, he capitalized on the opportunity her screaming provided
to jam the rubber protrusion into her mouth.

She shook her head in
useless protest, crying out distorted shrieks.

Grinning at her futile
outburst, he buckled the mask to her head, ripping out clumps of
hair caught in the clasps.

Sliding off her, he
stepped back from the bed, surveying the fruits of his labor.

The wide
over-the-mouth gag covered the bottom half of her face and filled
her mouth with a hard rubber ball. The stiff leather wrapped under
her chin, creating a strict muzzle doubly secured by multiple
straps fastened near the crown of her head.

The torturous gag
wasn’t meant to stifle panicked screams, though it did. Its purpose
was to heighten the helplessness and fear of the lab rat to
feed his compulsion to dominate his subjects. The grunts, groans
and garbled noises expelled from beneath the muzzle amplified the
sexual entertainment.

Screaming and tossing
her head back and forth, she continued to tussle in her bonds. Hair
messed up and scattered across the pillow. Face contorted in
misery. Every muscle tense in anguish. Her naked body
staked-out…

An erotic show for
him.

Sheer terror for
her.

Flashing a broad grin
of satisfaction, he peeled off his suit coat, loosened his tie, and
rolled up his shirt sleeves. Now the real fun was about to
begin.

Returning to the
nightstand, the bottom drawer this time, he produced a
liquid-filled glass jar. Loosened the lid and placed it on top of
the nightstand. Next, he extracted two forceps, tucking them into
his shirt pocket. Finally, a stainless steel apparatus resembling a
skinny shoe horn with a razor sharp tip and black handle. Holding
it like a carving knife, he sneered, leaning over her.

Accelerated fear
widened her already bulging eyes into banjos.

He swept the edge of
the blade across the top of her cheek.

She jerked her head.
Her body pitched about. Fists tightened. In utter terror she
screamed.

But just as he had
planned, the leather belts kept her body secure and the gag
distorted her shrill screams as he artfully continued the
razor’s wicked journey.

Down the side of her
neck and across her chest.

A figure eight around
her breasts.

Diagonally over the
middle of her stomach and a circle around her belly button.

An outline around the
triangle puff of auburn hair then straight down the outside of her
right leg.

He stopped the
trail-leaving descent at her knee, dropped the shoehorn razor-tool
on her concave stomach and turned an analyzing eye on her.

Blood marked the path
of the blade across her body like a thin line of chocolate drizzled
over a cake for decoration.

So far, her reaction
was what had become the usual: breasts pumping up and down, eyes
racing back and forth, and foamy saliva oozing from under the gag
as fear consumed her body in dreaded anticipation of his next
move.

But he was sure she
couldn’t imagine what was next. That alligator grin
resurfaced. “Time for surgery, Miz Tree-Hugger.”

She froze.

He let her think about
it for a moment. “They call it female circumcision.” His eyes
danced with evil delight.

Squirting urine and
blasting spurts of gas, she went berserk twisting and turning her
body while yanking on the restraints, trying to break free of the
leather straps that could keep a rampaging Clydesdale in check.

However all this
peeing, farting, and pointless fighting was nothing more than the
usual. Nothing new.

Closing his eyes, he
allowed himself to dream. Wonder what would Sweet Cheeks do.

He envisioned her
beautiful hourglass body bound to the bed. She was quivering from
the unknown, but trusting him just the same. From beneath the gag,
she let out moans of anticipated ecstasy, begging him to do
it to her.

Again his maleness
swelled.

While spending moments
in imagined Sweet Cheeks bliss, he knew what was happening with his
current lab rat.

By now, like her
predecessors, Miz Tree-Hugger was nearing physical exhaustion. Not
only because of her refusal to surrender to the restraints, but
because he had gagged her to intentionally reduce her air intake.
Her continued fighting exaggerated the futility of her efforts,
escalating her fear. And as far as he was concerned, his ability to
induce intense fear in a woman produced the ultimate high.

He opened his eyes.
Back to reality. Back to his captive.

Pulling up two more
leather straps secured to the bed frame under the mattress, he
completed the binding. While he buckled the final leather straps
above her knees and tugged on the opposite end to muscle her legs
even wider, she offered little resistance.

Abandoning her for a
moment, he ransacked a kitchen cupboard, returning with a light
blue bath sheet and a Snake light. He flattened out the bath sheet
between her legs so he wouldn’t have to work in her urine.
Then wrapped the Snake light around her right thigh to illuminate
the area between her legs. Concerning himself with details like
gloves, instrument sterilization, or anesthesia didn’t cross his
mind. Those were trivial non-necessities.

“It’s surgery time,”
he taunted as the thick fingers of his left hand spread the tender
lips of her femininity, while his right hand reached into his shirt
pocket for the forceps.

“Surgical tissue
holders,” he said without emotion, locking forceps on each skin
fold. The handle end of the forceps he fastened to the thigh
restraint with a snapping carabiner to hold the hinged instruments
in place for an unobstructed, hands-free, view of her sex
button.

Miz Tree-Hugger whined
a pitiful whimper, body tensed, quivering in terror. Once again she
waged a feeble battle against the straps but, of course, they
remained dominant.

As if her little
erectile were a rare gemstone, his eyes fixed upon it. With his
finger he pinched and pressed her clit several times before burying
his face between her legs. In a violent sexual feeding frenzy, his
hot tongue and wet lips assaulted her.

Gasps of misery leaked
from the savage gag as her thigh muscles flexed and strained,
exerting maximum force to slam her legs shut, but the straps
wouldn’t allow it.

Once satisfied, his
head rose from between her legs. Allowing his eyes to drift shut,
he inhaled deeply, nostrils flared, basking in the scent of his
latest lab rat who whimpered and tremored.

His eyes flew open.
Once again his fingers toyed with her sex button as if
preparing for a second gorging, but instead, in one smooth quick
action he scooped out her clitoris with the surgical dissector, as
if digging out an eye of a potato.

Emitting a drawn-out
muted scream, her eyes ballooned. Face contorted. Body convulsed.
Then just as quickly, stillness and silence. Blood leaked from
between her legs.


 Three

10:55
A.M.

Breaking every speed
limit to get there, Jewels screeched the Humvee to an abrupt halt
into an empty parking space outside the front door of Peggy Sue’s
Deli. With a wad of keys in one hand and her beige and platinum
Gucci hobo handbag in the other, Jewels dashed from her car toward
the sandwich shop.

Bursting through the
door, she scanned her head back and forth in search of her high
school friend.

A few early lunch
eaters dotted the otherwise empty restaurant.

Jewels didn’t
recognize any of them as being the Sharon Jeppson she remembered
from high school.

The familiar
surrounding rushed her mind with fond memories of drama club.
Thoughts of Kirk Kirkland, her high school boyfriend, momentarily
relieved the tension on her face. More than once, as the drama
trauma gang snuggled into the hidden booth, she had to smack
the playful football star’s roaming hand off her thigh and keep his
nimble fingers from scurrying up her skirt. Life was so simple back
then…

Without warning, a
hulking man clad in a black sweatshirt with the hood up over his
head came barreling from the back of the cafe, making a hasty
beeline to the front door.

As he passed Jewels,
he clipped her hard on the shoulder with his forearm. The impact
almost knocked Jewels off her stilettos, but like a high wire
walker using a raised foot for balance, she steadied herself.

The ruffian didn’t
slow down. Didn’t look back. Didn’t mumble an apology.

Eyes narrowed and
smoldering, Jewels straightened her suit. Chalked up the rude
experience to a close encounter with unrefined testosterone.

“Can I help you,
Miss?” inquired the skinny sandwich maker pacing behind the
counter, about ten feet to Jewels’ left.

Preoccupied with
browsing the faces of the customers, Jewels ignored the man.

“Ma’am,” he called
again, his voice a little louder this time.

Gesturing an impatient
no thanks, Jewels continued to look for Sharon.

The man behind the
counter shook his head in annoyance, mumbled something in Spanish,
and resumed pacing.

“Duh,” Jewels said to
herself. Sharon would probably be seated at the drama trauma gang’s
table, located out of sight from the wandering eyes of the
mainstream deli patron. She stretched her neck to see into the
alcove.

Sure enough, Jewels
caught the profile of the familiar, though somehow different, face
she was seeking. “Sharon,” she called, waving her hand at the
woman.

The woman nodded.

Jewels sprinted, as
best she could in four inch heels, the length of the dining area
toward the rear of the building. Sharon was huddled in the curve of
the horseshoe booth. Head drooping, shoulder-length coffee-colored
hair hung like stalactites around her face. Wrapped in a black Nike
windbreaker, her arms were folded across her stomach like she was
bucking frigid tundra air. Though the same age as Jewels,
thirty-four, she looked a haggard fifty.

Jewels plopped into
the booth.

“You made it.” Sharon
lifted her head to look Jewels in the eyes. A faint smile blossomed
on her face. “Pretty. Julia, you’re still so pretty.”

Sharon’s voice was
weak. Not like it was on the phone about half an hour ago.

“What’s going on?”
Jewels scooted closer to her friend from the past. Stared. The
woman looked like a dirty homeless person. And appeared to be in
terrible health. Her face was pale. Dark rings encircled her eyes.
And she shivered as if chilled. Not the norm for such a warm summer
day.

Sharon sat. Silent.
Motionless.

“You don’t look well,
Sharon. I’m calling for help.” Jewels dug the cell phone out of her
purse, her fingers poised to dial, but a bloody hand stopped
her.

“Sharon!” Jewels
dropped the cell phone onto the table. Her eyes followed the trail
of Sharon’s bloody hand to an open windbreaker revealing a bunched
up camouflage T-shirt covering Sharon’s stomach. Blood oozed
between Sharon’s fingers as they tried to mesh together the gaping
wound. “Good heavens, Sharon. You’re bleeding.”

Sharon shook her head,
indicating Jewels should disregard the seepage of life. “Don’t
worry about that.” Pointing to her thigh with her chin, she
whispered, “Under my leg, Jewels. That’s what’s important. Take the
paper under my leg.”

“Are you kidding? You
need help.” Jewels leaned out of the booth, waved her arm,
“Hey—”

“No! Listen to me,”
Sharon scolded, preventing Jewels from attracting attention. “Get
the paper,” she instructed through clenched teeth, once again
motioning under her thigh.

Extracting the white
paper placemat from under Sharon’s leg, Jewels glanced at it and
tossed it on the table without regard to her friend’s implied
importance.

Sharon’s bloody
fingers latched around Jewels’ forearm. Squeezed.

Jewels’ linen suit
soaked up the blood from Sharon’s hand.

“Promise me, Jewels,”
she paused, her breathing labored. “Promise your best promise ever
that you won’t give that map to nobody, nowhere, no how, especially
not the cops.” Sharon coughed. Blood sputtered from her mouth.

Jewels’ eyebrows
knitted. “Sharon, you need a doctor—”

“Not until you
promise.”

“I promise—”

“No cops,” Sharon
insisted, squeezing Jewels’ arm tighter. “Promise me, Jewels. I
want to hear you promise me, no cops.”

“Okay, I promise,
Sharon, no cops. I promise.” Patting Sharon’s hand in reassurance,
Jewels nodded at the paper, “But this can wait. First things first,
you need medical attention.” Jewels reached for the cell phone, but
again Sharon stopped her.

“No. Please … the map
… look at the map first.”

“All right, Sharon.
All right.” Jewels picked up the amateurishly sketch and
scrutinized it.

SPOF HIDEOUT was
written at the top. Beneath it a bunch of lines she assumed meant
to represent roads and sloppily drawn boxes labeled COMPOUND and
CABIN and an oval marked LAKE.

“Okay, I’ve looked.
Why does this matter?”

Sharon’s body was
sliding off the smooth vinyl seat. Her
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