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MONDAY, AUGUST 24TH

LIKE THE PREVIOUS NIGHT, THE lights in the third-floor apartment turned off. Setting his binoculars aside, Quinn Harris checked his Rolex. Exactly 11:45 P.M. Down an alley across the street, he waited in the driver’s seat of his stolen rusted RAV4.

Next to a conveniently blown-out streetlight across from him, a guy in a black hoodie and gray-and-black camo pants smoked his cigarette. The same guy, same place, same time, same clothes.

The dude wasn’t as tall or muscular as Quinn was, but it wouldn’t matter. Quinn knew where the security cameras were in and around the Tower Apartments near Wayne State University in Detroit. The cameras would see what he wanted them to see, like the same black hoodie and camo pants as the corner dweller.

Nondescript beaters like the one Quinn had stolen slowly rolled along the dark section of the street, stopping long enough to trade money for drugs.

“Did you account for all the cameras at the jewelry store?” Quinn asked the annoying, entitled jerk in the passenger seat. “Make it look like a smash and grab. How long before the police are called?”

“It’s my dad’s beat, so longer than usual. He’ll cover for me if anything goes wrong,” Chad Decker replied, lighting up his cigarette.

“Put that out,” Quinn demanded. “You want to draw attention to us?”

“For smoking? You’re paranoid.” He flicked it out his window.

“Stay put and don’t touch anything,” Quinn said. He wanted to punch the smirk off his damn face.

Quinn yanked out the lightbulb that rubbed against his black knit cap, tapped a secret video recording device in the same space, then opened his door. The car remained dark.

He groaned as he stood to his full six-four height. Cramped in the tiny car for the last twenty-four hours had made his back ache. Where the hell is she?

Staying in the shadows, he made his way to the entrance. He kept his head down through the dim lighting of the entryway. It may have been a four-star apartment building years ago, but time and management’s neglect had downgraded it to two-star housing. Lucky for me.

Passing the elevator, he opened the stairwell door. On the third floor, he bowed his head as he strolled down the dark, narrow hallway to the last door on the left. He picked the lock and the deadbolt in less than a minute.

Inside, he found a tiny one-bedroom space. The boxes piled high in a corner looked as if someone was moving in, not out. Other than that, the room was homey with framed photos on top of a long, two-drawer cabinet below a huge flat-screen TV mounted on the wall. Various video game consoles gathered dust underneath. A thief’s dream score.

Quinn checked the small desk loaded down with mail, a photo album, and a laptop. He sorted quickly and quietly through the stack. Where did they go? He opened the album and clenched his jaw. Wedding photos. She looked happy—and more beautiful than he remembered.

He glared at the photo of Joe Roberts with a bunch of men in tuxedos. Each had different colored bowties and vests. They didn’t look like relatives; they looked like cops or, in Joe’s case, agents. He took out a handful of photos and stuffed them into the side pocket of his gray-and-black camo pants. His assignment just got more complicated. Where would they honeymoon?

He wandered into the kitchenette, the countertop empty of small appliances. The fridge had a picture of a rustic cabin on a lake. Yeah, she’d like that. He checked the back of the picture. Bingo. He tucked that picture with the address printed on back into his pants pocket, too.

In the bedroom, he yanked out the nightstand and dresser drawers, searching for money and jewelry. He found two hundred dollars’ worth of twenties in a white envelope and a wooden box with a cheap watch and high school class ring. He added the ring to the envelope and took both.

Returning to the living room, he opened the top box in the corner. Madeline’s stuff. Of course, she’d be moving in. He pulled out a shoebox-sized jewelry box. Sorting through a few necklaces and pairs of earrings, he found what he wanted: Madeline’s mother’s emerald and diamond ring.

He slid it into his front pocket and headed for the door. He knocked over a lamp, letting it crash to the carpet. Toppling the desk, he smiled as the album’s pictures fell out and slid across the floor. Leaving the door open, he headed for the stairwell used for emergencies. It led him to the door by the drug corner. When he pushed it open, the alarm blared.

Quinn dropped the envelope as he ran past the dealer. Once in the car, he peeled out. In the rearview mirror, he watched the dealer pick up the envelope, check its contents, and slide it into his back pocket.

“Was that your plan?” Chad asked, looking back at the drug dealer. “Any hints at the big one?”

Not for you, shithead. Quinn pulled out Madeline’s ring and handed it to Chad. “Here. Give this to your mother or your girlfriend. One of them might like it.”

After a few blocks, Quinn stopped, and Chad got out. Quinn drove away and pulled into a Meijer parking lot, parking away from the store’s security cameras. He brought up an app on his personal satellite phone.

As he predicted, the wannabe gangster had lifted his burner phone and tried to access it. Quinn zeroed in on the text that had popped up. The text from George Biggs read:

“Ursus Sopitos for more $$.”

He growled. Biggs and his militia are done, and just as I thought, the Deckers’ militia will be thrown to the wolves, too. When word gets out about their demise, maybe it’ll make the others stay in their lanes. I run this damn show, everyone else be damned.

Frowning, he dialed his personal phone, tossing his burner cell from the cup holder to the passenger seat. “Sir.”

“I can’t talk now. Alexander, come here and report,” Kendall Ward replied.

Quinn Harris aka Alexander Ford tossed it, too, onto the passenger seat. Now, where do I ditch and burn this car? He wouldn’t take his Mercedes for granted ever again.
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TUESDAY, AUGUST 25TH

ON THE TWENTY-SIXTH FLOOR OF the Federal building in Detroit, FBI Division Director Peter Bingaman watched Jane Whitmore, his executive assistant and daughter, exit his office.

After talking to his youngest daughter, Victoria, probably for the last time, or at least until she needed money again, he picked up his pen and leaned back. As he continuously clicked it, he stared at the closed brown folder sitting on the center of his desk.

Waiting for his agents to enter for their meeting, Peter swiveled around in his chair to look at the building across the street. His more-salt-than-pepper hair reflected in the window, mimicking his energy level.

After a minute, he turned back to the folder and his agents, standing next to each other. They reminded him of a hotdog and burger. Lanky Ray Anderson and Tim Orr, his beefy counterpart, waited behind two of the three chairs across from his desk. Peter glanced at the wall clock. Lunchtime. As if on cue, his stomach growled.

Peter finally gestured for them to sit. “I know you’re busy, but we have a situation.” He opened the folder to the first page. “Joe’s apartment was broken into last night.”

The agents glanced at each other. “Was anything taken?” Tim Orr asked.

“I’m not exactly sure. The cops picked up a local drug dealer that had an envelope with cash and a high school class ring with Joe’s initials. The guy may have pawned off more, but I don’t think so; the cops picked him up soon after a neighbor called nine-one-one.”

“So, he wouldn’t have had time to grab much,” Orr replied, finishing Peter’s line of thinking.

Peter closed the brown folder and slid it across his desk. “Where are Joe and Madeline honeymooning?”

Orr shifted in his chair. “My family’s cabin. Ontario, about one hundred miles northwest of Thunder Bay.”

“Cell service?” Peter asked.

“No, but there’s a satellite phone at the cabin for emergencies,” Orr replied, picking up the folder.

“All right. First, check out the apartment, then call Joe and let them know what happened. Ask Joe about the ring and find out if they have inventory of their property.”

“Well, I know they took their guns with them for practice,” Orr said.

“More like Joe wants to find out how good a shot his wife is,” Anderson replied. Peter snorted.

“Uh, sir? Wouldn’t it be better if you called Joe?” Orr asked, standing.

Peter snickered. “What are you afraid of, Agent Orr?”

Anderson grinned. “He’ll be interrupting the first week of their honeymoon.”

Orr groaned. “Their wrath is not something I want to incur.”

Peter pointed at the door. Better him than me.

Madeline Roberts
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BASKING IN THE SUN FROM her lounge chair on the porch at their friend’s secluded cabin, Madeline Roberts pushed a long strand of her golden-brown hair away from her face for an unobstructed view through the binoculars.

The mangy black bear on the east side of the lake rambled along the shoreline. They had nicknamed him Shardik and had enjoyed his fishing antics from their side in safety. Its patchy, matted body stretched out to snooze.

Tim and his family had built the only cabin at the midpoint of the lake on the incline between the pine and spruce trees. The lake was a ballooned portion of the Nasarre River, which snaked from the northeast toward the southwest.

On the flight to the cabin, the maple and oak trees, just starting to turn into spectacular golds, reds, and oranges, had dotted the other trees’ greenery. Their puddle jumper had had to land on the water to drop them off.

Tim’s family had built the rustic cabin. It had one large room, a small kitchen, a loft for sleeping, and a generator. They had rigged a bathroom and shower in a small outbuilding just behind the cabin.

Madeline had no idea how the Orr Family had gotten all the building materials up there. They were at least twenty miles from any town or road. She smiled. Tim had promised her that this was the most peaceful place on the planet. She agreed. Her stress level had reduced somewhat, but not entirely.

On the previous month’s case, she had met her husband. Joe had helped her uncover a dangerous experimental drug. Together, they prevented its use on the public. Unfortunately, she had been injected with it.

Not knowing how it would affect her in the coming days, months, or even years, she kept a journal and monitored herself closely. As a former scientist and agent, she tried to be as objective as possible. She worried over the difficult task, which didn’t help the situation.

Taking a deep breath of fresh air, she dismissed those thoughts. Instead, she angled the binoculars down the incline to the left. Wearing only his worn Levis and hikers, Joe chopped wood for the cold Canadian nights. For the last couple of days, they had pounding rain. In that day’s sunshine, however, the seventy degrees had dried the dampness. 

Smiling at her husband’s magnified body, Madeline watched him wipe the sweat from his forehead into his short, dark brown hair. Like Shardik, Joe had his own dark fur on his chest and abdomen. Looking up at her with his sexy green eyes, he grinned.

“Are you leering at me?” he called out.

“I’m admiring my new husband.”

“Am I the show?”

“The star of the show,” she replied, setting the binoculars on her lap.

“I am,” he said, slamming the hefty axe into a piece of wood.

Joe slid off his hikers and unzipped his jeans. After stripping down naked, he casually walked down the compacted dirt path to the dock.

Laughing, Madeline picked up the binoculars and homed in on his backside. His pale butt and legs contrasted with his tan upper body. At the end of the dock, he turned back and danced a little naked jig before jumping into the water.

Chuckling, she set the binoculars aside and grabbed the towel from the porch railing. Passing the two overturned red canoes on the rocky shore, she stretched out on the dock. Her goofy husband propped his forearms upon the weathered wood and waited for her to move closer to kiss him. On her abdomen, she obliged.

“Why don’t you join me today?” he asked, sliding back into the water.

She swirled her fingers through the water. “It’s freezing.”

“It’s exhilarating.”

“How do you expect to catch any fish when you’re floundering around in there?”

He swam closer. “Tim’s a liar. He promised I’d catch a ton even in the rain.”

“You saw the pictures and mounts on the wall. They’re in there somewhere,” she replied, looking into the clear water. “Maybe we should hike upstream for the day.”

Joe dove under and popped up in front of her. He playfully grabbed her arms to pull her toward him and the water. She gasped in terror; he quickly let go.

“What’s wrong?”

She scrambled from the edge. “I can’t swim.”

“Okay, but I’m right here. I’m not going to hurt you.”

“I know and I trust you. It’s just...” She looked away.

Joe hopped onto the dock and reached for the towel. Drying his hair and face, he waited.

She took a deep breath. “My mom drowned when I was eight.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know that was how she died. Do you want to talk about it?”

She shook her head. “Teach me to swim another day,” she said, sliding her hand up his wet thigh. I need to forget the past and focus on now.

She rubbed her fingers through his damp chest hair. Pressing him back, she crawled on top of him, then took off her shirt and bra. He hugged her closer. Her mind went blank as his cool hands moved up her back, caressing her warm skin. She kissed him, slow and sultry. His hands cupping her face pushed her away slightly.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

What are you doing? she wanted to reply. Joe had sent her mixed signals since their wedding night. Hoping to break the cycle, she slid down his body to kiss his chest.

“I want to make love to my husband on the dock.”

As though immediately uncomfortable, he groaned. “What if someone sees us?”

“Who’s going to see us? We’re in the middle of nowhere. If you mean Shardik, we’ll give him a show,” she replied, yanking off the towel that had been covering him.

He blew out a breath and caressed her cheek. “We’ll need a condom.” He picked her up and carried her over his shoulder to the cabin. Finally.

Tim Orr
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HUNCHED OVER FROM THE LOW ceiling in the hallway, Agents Ray Anderson and Tim Orr met the local cop, a freckled ginger, outside Joe’s apartment door. Since the day Madeline had found a woman in Joe’s bed waiting for him, Joe had considered the apartment his storage place until he and Madeline could find a better apartment. In Joe’s defense, the woman hadn’t been invited and had tricked maintenance into opening the door.

The agents flashed their badges, and the rookie stepped aside. “Want me to stick around?”

“No thanks,” Tim replied. “I have their spare key to lock it up tight.” He was supposed to get their mail while they were on their honeymoon.

“Sure. We got the guy already. Says he didn’t do it. Typical,” he mumbled, before walking away.

He and Ray stopped inside the door, Ray shutting it behind them. A lamp and the desk had been overturned. Nothing else looked looted.

“It’s not as messy as I thought it would be,” Tim said.

“Why didn’t they take any video game consoles or games? Plus, Joe’s laptop is right there,” Ray replied.

“So, the guy’s an idiot and only took cash and a piece of jewelry? He had to have taken more. It’s like Christmas for thieves in here.” Tim stepped around the papers and mail strewn across the floor to look inside the only open box stacked in the corner. “What the hell? This jewelry box has expensive stuff inside. Why wouldn’t he take these, too? Just as easy.”

“We’ll get their inventory lists to be thorough. Any cameras catch him in or around the building?” Ray asked, looking inside the bedroom.

Tim checked the brown folder Peter had given them. “Yeah, you can’t see his face, but he’s wearing a black hoodie and black-and-gray camo pants.”

“Sounds open and shut. That ought to make Joe happy.”

“How about you call him, then?” Tim asked.

Ray snickered. “Not a chance.”

They spent the rest of the afternoon looking for any obvious missing items, then spoke to Joe’s neighbors, who had no clue Joe worked for the FBI.

Kendall Ward
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WALKING UP THE SIDEWALK TO his Spanish-style home in a gated community, Kendall Ward passed a tricycle, a Big Wheel, and various balls in the driveway. After pushing the wagon aside, he opened the front door.

“Hey, where is everybody?” he yelled, setting his briefcase on the tiled floor.

He loosened his tie as he walked down the hall. Standing next to the sliding glass door to the backyard, he saw his two young sons and wife in the inground pool. Tossing his jacket across the back of the kitchen chair, he frowned.

Kendall loved that his wife wore her thick black hair in a bun, highlighting her round face and high cheekbones. He’d bite her slender neck later. But she was flaunting her body to the whole neighborhood again.

Although he had a tall privacy fence, his neighbors could still see his backyard from their second-story windows. She should know he found that irksome, as well as the toys all over the house. His first family hadn’t played; they’d learned skills. It was about time these boys did, too.

As the owner and senior scientist at Palo Verde Holistics, he’d rewarded himself with a big house, a large salary, a beautiful wife, and a new generation of kids to make him look wholesome to the board members. He found it all annoying, which was why he spent most of his time at his secluded research laboratory unknown to most. He preferred it that way. The less people around to exasperate and distract him the better.

After grabbing a beer from the fridge and popping a couple of pills, he slid open the door to the backyard. Six-year-old Richard stood on the diving board and smiled.

“Daddy, watch this.” He dove in with a big splash.

“Richie’s been practicing all afternoon,” Carmen said, holding four-year-old Donald as he doggie paddled around the shallow end.

“It’s a good skill to have,” Kendall said.

Richard swam toward the side of the pool. “Are you coming in, Daddy?”

“No,” he said. His son climbed out and dove in again. “With all the toys in the front yard, those two should sleep well tonight. I saw steaks in the fridge. Am I grilling?”

“I can if you’re too tired.” Carmen helped Donald up the steps. “I’ve already made your favorite potato salad. Donnie helped. Didn’t you, baby?”

Kendall handed her a beach towel for Donald and another to hide her sexy curves in her hot-pink bikini. Half his age, she was, at least, nice to look at.

“I’ll do it,” he said. “Always having fun, what would these boys do without you?”

Her smile faltered but quickly recovered. She understood what he meant. She kissed him. “I love it here. It’s so much better than the Midwest.”

While she changed the children into dry clothes, Kendall took a quick shower. As he fired up the gas grill, Richard set the napkins around the table in the kitchen next to the slider.

Kendall slapped on two thick steaks. “Don’t set a place for me. I’ll eat in my office.” Frowning, Richard nodded as Kendall’s cell rang. “What?” he demanded.

“Sir, the LaRue problem will be handled tonight,” the caller said.

“How?” Kendall asked, poking the meat.

“A medical issue as suggested. Nothing can be traced back to Palo Verde.”

He hung up and slipped his phone into his shorts pocket. “Now we can explore the possibilities of that nanodrug without FBI interference,” he said to himself. He flipped the steaks. If Quinn fails, my contingency plan is in place. I cover all my bases.

He and Quinn had set his plan in motion when he’d first learned of the stash of ammunitions, chemical weapons, and a possible nuke sitting in wait in an Afghan cave. The two retired colonels he used for delicate issues had told him about Operation Ursus Sopitos the year before. It was then that he decided to use his resources to find it.

A few weeks ago, his mole at the FBI in Detroit had given him a heads up about a nanodrug bioweapon. He immediately wanted that, too, and put Quinn in charge of obtaining it. As Kendall ate his dinner alone in his office, he made some calls in preparation for the trip to his lab.

Carmen Ward
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WHEN KENDALL CLOSED HIS OFFICE door, Carmen Ward blew out her tension. She still felt anxious that she had to be perfect, yet she knew she couldn’t compete with his first wife. He had told her once that his first family had died. She had been too afraid to ask how. 

Not having time to change out of her swimsuit, she pulled the boys’ chicken nuggets out of the oven. She loved her sons; they were the reason she stayed. Well, and the fact she had no money, no job, and no other means of support.

“Mama, do you want one of my nuggets? I’ll share,” Richie said.

Can the children feel my anxiety? With her plate, she sank onto the chair between them. “No, thank you, honey. I’m gonna have the tasty potato salad you helped me make today.” As she took a bite, the doorbell rang. “Eat up and we’ll have popsicles for dessert,” she said, standing.

She opened the door and stared up at the Mighty Thor in a black tailored suit, his thick blond hair in a ponytail. He took up the whole space between the doorframes.

Wearing tinted wire-rimmed glasses, he checked her out and gave her a crooked grin. Feeling naked in just her bathing suit, she shivered with arousal. He was the opposite of her pocket protector husband. Physically fit, Kendall didn’t have those hulking arms—her weakness. She blinked to stop her ogling.

“Hello, beautiful. You just made my day,” he said.

“Can I help you?”

“Your husband is expecting me.”

Hiding her attraction to the stranger, she opened the door wider to let him enter. He casually slid his hand across the door, then across her bare abdomen as he walked into the room. She shivered at the intimate gesture of his warm hand.

She snapped back to reality. “You seem a little unsure of yourself.”

“I’m very unsure. But I’m encouraged by your response.” He smiled. “Don’t worry, Mrs. Ward. I won’t tell your husband about our instant chemistry.”

She had no reply to that. Instead, she quickly replaced her moment of escape with the grind of a dutiful wife. He followed her down the hallway to Kendall’s office. She extended her hand to knock, but he grabbed her hand and kissed the top of it. Then, like nothing had happened, he opened the door and walked into her husband’s office.

“Report,” Kendall demanded as the man closed the door.

She didn’t even know his name. As she turned away, she rubbed her hand over her abdomen. She could still feel his warmth. This would be bad, very bad.

Joe Roberts
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AS THEY STRETCHED OUT NAKED in bed, Joe played with a strand of Madeline’s long hair. With the sheet tangled around her body, she rested her head on his chest. He loved his wild goddess and enjoyed his time alone with her.

He had tried to keep things lighthearted, but he was part of the problem. He didn’t know how to fix it. The bruises on her inner thighs from Vincent’s assault had finally disappeared. They will never fade from my memory, though. I failed to protect her.

Hearing her sniff, he sat up. “I’m sorry. It’s just—”

“Do you regret marrying me so quickly?”

He winced. “What? God, no.” Is that what she thought? Did she regret it? “I married you without any doubts.”

“Then the reason we haven’t made love is because I’m infected with that nanodrug.” Her messy hair covered her breasts as she sat up. Absolutely stunning.

“My issue has nothing to do with that. You may not remember everything about your assault, but I do, especially my part in it. I can’t get over the fact that I hurt you, too.”

“Joe, I never thought you did.” She sighed. “What is, is. You’re letting that take over our life. We may have only a week, or as long as a lifetime together. With this drug inside me, we just don’t know. I want us to make the best of it.”

“We did find each other, against the odds.”

Will I lose her if I can’t follow through, though? Stressing about his lack of performance spiraled, making it worse. He couldn’t sidestep the topic; they were on their fricking honeymoon, for God’s sake.

“Yes, we did. Now, should we eat all the fish you caught earlier?” she asked with a smirk.

“Hey, you didn’t catch any,” Joe said, grateful she’d changed the subject.

“I considered your delicate ego. I didn’t want to make you feel bad,” she replied, kissing his cheek before standing.

“Where’s your gun? I want a rematch. I still think I’m a faster draw than you.”

“Your team says I am.” Leaving off her bra, she slipped her shirt over her head.

With a reprieve for now, he pushed down his distress. “They think of you as a sister. They’re protecting you from the truth.”

“Okay, mister. Loser fixes dinner,” she replied, putting her hands on her hips.

“You’re on.”

Fifteen minutes later, Joe lugged a log to the rocky shore. To level it out, he propped a canoe’s anchor next to it. While Madeline watched, he shook four beer cans and set them on the log. He grinned as he joined his wife.

“Where did you get the Molson?” she asked.

“In the root cellar. Who knows how long they’ve been down there.”

“Do you want me to use my left hand or my right?” Equally adept with both hands, she flexed her fingers.

“Very funny,” he replied, standing to her right. He smiled. “Do I get to choose what you’re cooking for dinner?”

“You’re pretty sure of yourself.”

He nodded. “I am. On the count of three.”

Madeline stood casually with her hands to her side while he tensed. He counted, and they each fired two shots that echoed across the lake. He grinned as they walked down the hill.

“Yes, you were faster,” she said, seeing the three targets spraying beer all over the log.

“Damn, you hit them both dead center. I missed the whole can and nicked the anchor.”

“Uh-oh,” she replied, looking at the nearest canoe, “you put a hole in Tim’s boat.”

“I did not.”

“Look. There,” she said, pointing at the holes in the bottom and side. The bullet had ricocheted off the anchor.

“Can we patch it?”

“I’ll see if the cabin has anything that would work. You are in big trouble when Tim finds out,” she said.

“We’ll fix it, and he’ll never know.”

In the cabin, they opened drawers. After checking the last cupboard, he rubbed the back of his neck. They jumped at the ringing of the satellite phone. He grabbed it, then walked outside with Madeline close behind.

“What?” he growled.

“Joe, it’s Tim,” the voice replied through the static.

“Hey ... Tim ... Buddy ... How’s it going?”

Laughing, Madeline covered her mouth.

“How’s Madeline?” Tim asked.

“She’s right here, wondering why you’re disrupting our honeymoon. Want to talk to her?”

She started to reach for the phone.

“Not yet,” Tim quickly replied. He told him about his apartment—or rather, his storage unit until they could find a new place.

“Yeah, it’s my class ring. We have our cell phones, guns, and badges here. Did they get my TV and video games?” Please, not all my toys!

“No, just cash and the ring,” Tim replied.

“God, I haven’t worn that in years. It’s not worth much. I only have my wedding band.” Using his thumb, Joe spun it on his finger.

“Maybe he took something from Madeline’s boxes, although she has a lot of expensive chains and earrings still in her jewelry box,” Tim said.

Joe handed the phone to Madeline. She listened, then said, “Is my mother’s engagement ring still there? It’s a large emerald, surrounded by a circle of diamonds.” She paled. “I have a list and description of my jewelry in my lockbox in one of the storage boxes ... Okay ... Thank you.”

She handed the phone back to Joe. “Tim, I have an inventory list in my lockbox on the top shelf in the bedroom closet,” Joe added. “I’ll call after our hike tomorrow.”

“I gotta go. You’re breaking up,” Tim replied.

Joe sat on the porch step and set the phone beside him. “Don’t worry. They caught the guy. They’ll find the ring.”

She wrapped her arms around her abdomen. “Only money and a couple of rings? Is it random or targeted?”

“I don’t know.”

“Should we go home?” she asked, looking away.

The easy answer to ease my distress would be yes. “No, I trust the guys to keep us informed. We have a hike and an overnight campout to plan.”

“Thank you.”

After a brief hug, Joe found the survival guide with map. Madeline took the plastic off their wedding gifts from his team. They had given them two small backpacks on lightweight aluminum frames. Each had a sleeping bag, a first-aid kit, one-person tent, and zipper pockets for a change of clothes, food, and anything else they needed. She set the items on the floor to take inventory.

“We’ll need a hatchet, matches, and water. I’ll add some energy bars,” she said.

“And to be extra safe, we’ll take the satellite phone. Take a look at the map for a good spot for fishing,” he replied, spreading it out on the table. “I’ll check the cellar.”

On the porch, Joe watched the wind swirl around the cabin and the storm clouds bearing down on them. Before the downpour, he yanked open the door into the hill behind the cabin.

The damp dirt floor and stale air made his nose twitch as he took the six rotting wood steps two at a time into the shelter. After grabbing the flashlight on the rickety table, he found a hatchet. With it and two cans of vegetable soup, he shined his light past the shelves of canned goods and spotted a small outboard motor. He unscrewed the gas cap, looked in, and smiled.

When he walked through the cabin door, Madeline pointed to a spot on the map. “It looks like upstream a few miles. It shouldn’t take long to hike there.”

He set the hatchet and the soup on the table and picked up the survival guide. “I found a small motor for the canoe, so we don’t have to lug all our gear. How are you at roughing it?”

Madeline winced. “When I was a kid, we did a lot of camping. How about you?”

He flipped through the paperback guidebook. “Not much, but it sounds like fun,” he replied, tossing it onto the table to look at the map.

Madeline slid their guns to the corners of the map to hold it flat.

“We wear our guns at all times. There are bears, wolves, and other beasts out there,” he said as a cold rain started to pelt the cabin.

Madeline nodded and picked up the soup cans. “I’ll fix our dinner if you clean my gun.”

Chet LaRue
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IN GRAND RAPIDS, MICHIGAN, CHET LaRue parked his dark blue Lexus at the local Meijer store. Wearing black slacks and a plum tailored dress shirt, he strolled toward the entrance. He grinned as the greeter checked out his fine physique. His workouts at the gym paid off.

As a realtor, he flirted with his clients to sell houses. It got him laid a lot. His new career helped him stay under the FBI’s radar. He sold just enough houses to enjoy his pampered lifestyle. Smiling, he pushed his cart toward the frozen food section.

Last month, the FBI had interrogated him. As a broker, Chet tried to obtain a nanodrug for Palo Verde Holistics. Agent Joe Roberts had taken his place to bust the seller and had said the other potential buyers had eaten tainted food mixed with the nanodrug. They’d died.

Since the Feds had saved Chet’s life, they wanted information on the company that had hired him as the middleman. He’d told the FBI nothing about his employer, but he was the only link between the illegal biological nano-weapon and Palo Verde Holistics’ Pharmaceutical Division.

Since the deal never went down, Chet disappeared to Grand Rapids to avoid Palo Verde’s wrath and the FBI’s constant probing. Siding with caution, he became particular with the food he ate.

Every day, he’d stop at different stores throughout town for groceries. He believed his paranoia about what he ate and drank kept him alive. Standing in front of the Hungry Man TV dinners, he reached for the fifth one back. He grabbed a half gallon of milk from the third row, and chose his apples from the bottom of the pile.

After paying cash, he drove to the corner Rite-Aid two blocks from his condominium. Winking at Karen behind the pharmacy counter, he asked for his prescription.

She smiled. “You know you can order more than a two-week supply of insulin?”

“But then I wouldn’t see you as often,” he replied, leaning over the counter to caress her hand. “When are you going to come home with me?”

“What happened to dinner first?” Karen asked.

“Okay, dinner, then home with me.” He lifted her hand to his mouth and licked her palm. “I’ll show you a really good time.”

“I’ll think about it,” she said, pulling her hand back. With another wink, he strolled away as she reached for the antibacterial gel.

At his condo, Chet dropped his plastic Meijer bag and prescription on the kitchen counter. Sticking the milk and package with the new insulin vial in the refrigerator, he pulled out the old one. While his TV dinner heated in the microwave, he poked his finger, checking his blood sugar, then used the last of the old vial.

He set his hot chicken dinner on the coffee table and reached for the remote. He’d relax and rest tonight. Tomorrow, he was showing a house to a newly divorced cougar. Smiling, he leaned back and fell asleep without touching his dinner.

The Colonels
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WATCHING FROM THE STREET, THE masked men in black waited until dark and snuck through LaRue’s unlocked slider. While one man retrieved the empty vial from the trash, the other checked LaRue’s pulse.

“Dead.”

“What a dumbass. He goes out of his way with his food but goes to the same pharmacy every time.”

“Do we have everything?”

“Yeah, I just have to take an extra amount from his new insulin to make it look as if he injected himself from that vial. We’re untraceable.”

They silently retreated to the car. “Why aren’t the Feds watching?”

“They only listen to the tapped phone. I’m glad to be done.”

“He was a player. You paid close attention to his methods with the women.”

“I learned some new skills.”

“Let’s get a beer, and I’ll watch you try out your new techniques.”

They peeled off their gloves and tossed them into the back seat.
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​The List
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WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 26TH

AT DAWN, JOE AND MADELINE layered on their clothes in the loft. While Joe tightened the laces on his hiking boots, Madeline tossed a small box onto the bed.

“I think we need to find room for that,” she said.

He winced. “A whole box of condoms?”

“I like the idea of making love to my husband under the stars.” She glanced his way and saw his reaction. To lighten the tension, she teased, “I’m still embarrassed that your team bought us a case of those.”

His smile couldn’t hide his sadness from her. “We all felt the heat from your face when I opened it.”

He looked at the large box on the floor by the bed. It contained eight more boxes of condoms, none of the boxes open. He left the room, but more importantly, left the discussion ... and her.

Hearing the cabin door shut, she groaned. I can’t do anything right. Maybe focusing on their fishing trip would help, but the big, burly circus bear towered between them.

She approached the steps to the loft, until her foot caught on the rug and she tripped. She crashed into the dresser, knocking her purse, Joe’s wallet, their cell phones, and their badges onto the floor. Her purse’s contents scattered across the rug.

Madeline shoved the items back into her bag and set her purse and their badges back upon the dresser. Their cell phones had slid farther back under the bed. She’d get those later. She stretched out her arm to grab Joe’s wallet.

Sticking out was a faded piece of folded paper. She should have pushed it back inside, but her curiosity peaked. Would it help me understand him better?

Rationalizing that it was for the greater good of their marriage, she carefully unfolded the weathered piece of college-ruled paper. Numbered one through fourteen, Joe’s list had no heading. The writing in pencil was so faded, some of the words had disappeared.


1) Hold—-—everywhere

2) Critique———-————-

3) Drive———————

4) -—meals

5)—-———Sunday mornings

6)—-—ribs——————-

7)——self

8)——-—groceries

9)———work events

10)———-—career

11)———in bed

12)—-/——-—chess

13) Dance——

14) Share—————



What is this? How long had he had it? Why is it so important that he’d keep it in his wallet? She tucked it back inside, then added it to the pile on the dresser. Should I admit that I snooped and ask him about it? They had agreed that they didn’t want any secrets between them.

By the dock, Joe attached the five-horsepower motor to the canoe, leaving the other with the new patches on shore. The directions had said it needed twenty-four hours to set properly. Madeline carefully placed the backpacks and fishing poles in the center. On the cold gray morning, she added the paddles and stood back.

Joe slid the canoe farther into the water. “I need you in front to guide us up the river.”

Not moving from the shore, she sighed. “I’m afraid.”

“You’ve sailed in boats before.”

“Yeah, larger boats that weren’t so ... tippy,” she replied. Her stomach tightened.

He stretched out his hand for hers as he held the end of the canoe. “I won’t betray your trust in me, ever again.”

“Joe, I never thought you had.”

“I know.”

Is he trying to talk about the big, burly circus bear? They both needed to work on communication. Each of them had been alone for too long.

Her hand hovered above his. “You won’t tease me by rocking the boat?”

“I promise,” he replied. She lowered her hand, and he helped her into the canoe.

Overhanging trees across the upstream river shielded them from the brutal wind that had picked up. They pushed against the swift river. Usually thirty feet across, the storm had doubled the level and width. The motor helped somewhat, but they still had to paddle to keep the canoe straight.

The rocks at the bottom were no longer a problem; the floating tree parts were. From the front, Madeline pushed away approaching logs and branches while Joe maneuvered the canoe. Hiking would have been easier.

By noon, they reached the river bend, indicating the cruise part of their journey had ended. Madeline quickly hopped out when they hit the eastside shore. They lifted the canoe out of the water and carried it into a clearing of wet brown grass next to a stump.

As they set up one of the tents, they heard it before they saw it: a small plane flew in low over the trees from the north. The pontoon legs wouldn’t allow it to land in the grass.

“Are they in trouble?” she asked, pausing to study it.

It circled around and headed straight for them. Joe grabbed her hand and pulled her down. The plane swooped over them. The swish of air swept up the tent, sending it into the nearby tree.

“That’s not friendly,” Joe said, helping her up. “Let’s get back to the cabin.”

Taking Madeline’s backpack, they left the rest and quickly hopped into the canoe. She dug out the satellite phone while Joe unhooked the motor empty of gas and paddled with the strong downstream current. They glided across the water.

“Damn it. The phone’s dead. I forgot to put it on the charger last night,” she said. “Well, we can recharge it at the cabin.”

The aircraft disappeared. She let out a relieved breath, but Joe swore.

Quinn Harris
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QUINN HARRIS, AKA ALEXANDER FORD, landed on the lake downstream from the campers. Seeing the cabin, he sided with its dock. His two passengers exited first. He had hired two men from the local town, Kokan. In their late fifties, they seemed competent, fit, and knew the land.

On the dock, Quinn thought this place would be a prime location for a relaxing vacation. He inhaled the cold fresh air. The trackers waited behind him.

“Any roads close by?” Quinn asked.

“No, sir, the only way in and out is by plane or following the river to Ignace. That could take a while; the river snakes so much,” Borsch replied.

“Thank you, gentleman. Please, scout west of the cabin for any trails not noted on your map,” he said, not turning from his view.

“Yes, sir,” they replied.

Quinn grabbed the binoculars from the plane. After checking his watch, he aimed them toward the river entrance. Ten minutes later, he watched a couple paddle along the far shore. He greeted them with a friendly wave, but knew the woman wouldn’t be happy to see him. Worth a try, though.

He zoomed in on Madeline. Joe Roberts looked back at him through his own pair of binoculars. Their canoe headed south downstream. “I hate complications.”

On the rocky shore, the two men watched the campers paddle the length of the lake. They turned to Quinn and waited for instructions.

“Follow them in this canoe, then call me when they stop,” Quinn demanded.

The trackers shoved the canoe into the water and jumped in. Twenty feet from the dock, the canoe sank.

“Get it out of the water! Patch it. I’ll slow them down and be right back.”

Quinn jumped into the plane. Skimming the water, he headed for Joe and Madeline’s canoe as it neared the river’s haven of trees downstream. He’d rather track them on foot now than lose them on foot down the river somewhere.

The Chase
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COMING OUT OF THE UPSTREAM river onto the lake, Joe kept the canoe away from the cabin’s west side. He suspected the plane would be waiting. With the binoculars, he saw a longhaired Nordic man using his own pair to watch them.

His muscular body, square jaw, and long blond hair reminded him of a Viking ready to tear a person apart for the pure enjoyment of it. Instead of a heavy axe, he carried an even more intimidating sidearm. Not a good sign.

“Shit,” Joe said. “Stay low and paddle for the downstream river.”

“Who is it?” asked Madeline, taking shallow swipes with her paddle to send them sailing.

“The big guy has a weapon at his side and the other two have rifles. We’re not taking any chances.”

Madeline glanced to the right as the men slid the canoe into the water. “It’s going to sink like a rock,” she said, focusing back on her paddling.

Joe smirked. “I knew what I was doing when I shot the boat.”

“Yeah, you meant to do that.”

When the plane’s engine fired up, they flinched and paddled faster.

Madeline turned back to see its nose bearing down on them. “We’re not going to make it!” she said, reaching for her gun. While Joe sailed them across the water, she stood and faced the plane.

“Baby, we’re almost there! Sit down or you’ll fall out!”

“One second. I’ll try to make him pull up now.”

Madeline fired two shots at the windshield. As the plane rose above them, she shot underneath and hit the tank. Gas spewed across her face. She lost her balance as they entered the downstream river. Joe reached out to steady her, but the canoe rocked, knocking her into the cold current. They lost both their paddles.

She screamed. Panic gripped Joe’s heart as she gulped for air and flailed her arms. He scrambled over the backpack, losing his gun in the river. He grabbed his wife’s coat collar, yanking her up against the side of the canoe.

“Madeline, relax. I won’t let you go,” he said. His calm voice covered the pounding pain in his chest. Holding her, he used his body to maneuver toward the riverbank in the strong current. “Baby, I need you to grab onto something so I can pull the canoe onto land.”

She latched onto a tree root near the high bank. Before he could stop along the east side, the front of the canoe slid under a tree trunk that had fallen a few feet above the water level. He jumped onto it and reached over the other side. He quickly grabbed Madeline’s backpack.

Straddling the trunk, he watched the canoe with the rest of their supplies continue down the river. Well, shit! Turning around, he saw his soaked wife sobbing along the muddy embankment. Double shit!

Sliding down the log, he tossed the bag onto the grass. Before he reached her, Madeline took a deep breath and blew it out. The vulnerability in her eyes abruptly hardened.

She untied her boots and shed her coat and the two layers of clothes. Naked and shivering, she twisted the water from her hair. Joe unzipped her bag and pulled out a pair of her jeans and a t-shirt.

“We’ll need to make a fire somewhere to dry out my boots and coat. I don’t think I can hike too far in wet ones.”

He draped his coat around her shoulders. “We’ll have an hour or two’s head start before they come after us.”

Nodding, she put on Joe’s cap to protect her damp hair from the cold. “I lost my gun,” she stated, before turning east and away from the river.

“Me, too.”

Sighing, he followed with Madeline’s backpack. Tim had mentioned the local town called Kokan, southeast of the cabin on Highway 17. Tim’s uncle lived there. On the map, it measured about fifteen miles away, crossing valleys, streams, hills, and a thick forest.

This was some damn honeymoon for her—performance issues, marital doubts, nearly drowning, and a deadly chase for an unknown reason.

Thirty minutes later, they found an area in a small grove. He gathered some semi-dry wood while Madeline cleared a space for a small fire. Trembling, she pulled some dry bark off a Birch tree to use as kindling, then opened her backpack
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