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Author Note


Hi,  
Before you start reading Reunion Pact Simon Says, book one of the Josie Baker Suspense Thriller Series I want to ask you a question. Have you read the prequel, Kiss, Marry, Kill?
This short story introduces the series by explaining the events that lead into the first murder in chapter one. The mastermind, Simon will evolve throughout the series, so not everything is given away in the prequel.
In my opinion (and I am the author) the pages are valuable reading, so I’ve tucked the story in the back of this book. If you haven’t read the Reunion Pact Prequel Kiss, Marry, Kill, start there, then come back here.
Enjoy,
Martha




Chapter One


June 2015 
Time slowed to a creep as I waited in the dirty motel room with the curtains drawn. It was already hot on that night with an almost full moon in the sky. The deadline for the first round of the game had come. Dave Mitchell had to show up; he was the hero who would be the first player to take a turn. I had a feeling the night was going to go just as planned. That was why I’d made the first move and why I was listening to Brandi Warner sob in that dark motel room.
Lights flashed in the parking lot, illuminating the room for a split second. I leaned forward to spread the drapes and check on the make of the vehicle. Behind me on the single king sized bed, terrified and tied-up, Brandi knocked her head against the headboard.
“It’s not him,” I exclaimed, leaping to my feet and taking a wide step to the bed. Brandi froze in terror, gasping behind the pillowcase I’d folded, stuffed in her mouth, and tied around her head. “I didn’t chose your fate. He did. Don’t cry to me.”
She kicked her bound ankles and jerked her torso, an action that forced her to slump over sideways. Her head teetered halfway off the edge of the mattress.
“Please, stop doing that,” I said, righting her back into position. “You’ll ruin the scene if you’re not centered on the bed when he gets here.” Her eyebrows furrowed, giving me a look of concern. “There are rules to this game. I’m not killing you, tonight. ‘Good Guy Dave’ has that task.” From the table I snatched the hunting knife I’d brought for the weapon of choice, and showed it once again to Brandi. “This ought to do the job and you won’t have much longer to wait. I have a feeling Dave got my message and he’s on his way over right now.”
Another set of lights flashed from outside. I stepped to the window and peeked out again. A tan, almost golden truck with a shiny silver tool box in the back pulled in and parked. It was an exact match for Dave Mitchell’s truck.
“He’s here,” I announced in my best Jack Nicholson voice. I placed a finger to my lips and waved the knife as I tucked it behind my back. Then I stepped back to the wall near the door and held my breath.
Dave’s knock was manly, but unimpressive. I’d left the door slightly ajar, hoping he’d be curious enough to walk on in. He slowly pushed the door open and added a weak, “hello?”
The surprise attack was imperative on my side, since Dave was bigger in size and stature than myself. I used all my training to stand motionless and observe Dave’s reactions, undetected.
“Hello? I got a text from, Brandi,” Dave said, creeping further into the room. “I don’t normally come to motels to meet single women.” He explained away his actions as he stared into the center of the dark room. “Can I turn on the light?” He reached for the switch and as he flipped it up, Brandi’s predicament should’ve alerted him to the danger in the room.
Her helplessness backfired. Pulling attention to herself, she rocked to get free. The hero reacted as I suspected and rushed to the captive woman’s side.
“Are you alright? Who did this to you?” he asked, his voice cracking.
I held in a wicked smile as I watched him process the entire scene.
Dave ran his hands along her legs, following the rope from her waist down to her ankles, then back up to her wrists bound behind her back. It was priceless to watch a man of noble heart assess the grim situation of the kidnapped woman before him. I almost hated knocking him out, but he’d reached up to take the cloth out of Brandi’s mouth.
“That’s far enough.” I moved quickly. With only a second of hesitation, I walloped Dave on the side of the head with a backpack full of supplies. It was heavy enough to stun the larger man. While he was incapacitated, I tied him up like Brandi, except I positioned him securely in the single chair of the room.
“Wake up!” I punched Dave in the gut.
Dave jolted awake. He struggled to get free, then settled when he focused on the fact I had a rather large hunting knife aimed at his chest.
“The brave hero. We’ve been waiting for you.” Confident I’d gained the upper hand, I sat on the edge of the bed, my heart beating fast with delight from the outcome of Dave’s arrival. I was more than a little overwhelmed that the game I’d spent months planning was finally beginning. “I’m going to let you speak, but you must keep your voice down. If you don’t, the night will end faster than expected. Are we in agreement?”
Dave nodded a yes.
Keeping the knife close to his neck, I loosened the gag in his mouth and let it drop below his chin.
“Who are you? Why are you doing this? Untie her,” he demanded. “Whatever you want, take me, and let the woman go.”
“Such a noble gesture, but that’s not how the game works. I think you kind of know what’s supposed to happen here, Dave.” I paced back and forth in front of the bed as I reexplained the rules. “Tonight we play Simon Says. I’m Simon.” I pointed to myself with the knife. “You two are the players. You have to do what I say. Kill or be killed.”
Brandi’s cries ramped up in volume as she trembled and panicked. She spasmed on the mattress, tossing herself about until she’d flung her whole body off the far side of the motel bed.
“I wish you hadn’t done that,” I said, stepping around and kicking her in the head. The impact was forceful enough to knock her out. “Where were we?” I turned back to Dave.
“Please, stop hurting her,” he pleaded. “Kill me, just let her out of this alive.”
“I can’t do that. I sent you the rules months ago. I’ve been waiting for you to take your turn on your own.”
“That was from you? Is that woman Brandi Warner?” Dave attempted to stand, but I stepped to his side and he sat back down. “You sent all that stuff about the reunion game. I didn’t take it seriously. Not back then. Not now.” Dave argued his side of the case pretty well. “We were all just joking. We didn’t want to kill anyone we pointed to that night. I’m not a murderer.”
“You will be if you want to live.”
“I don’t want to kill Brandi.”
“Why did you pick her then?” I went to my bag and took out the Classen High School 1989 yearbook. Inside the front page, I’d stashed a special piece of paper. “I was trying not to eavesdrop too much, even though I was extremely curious about your game. It was so nice to find it detailed out after you’d all left.” I showed Dave the crumpled page. It was a list of victims that one of the classmates in the hotel bar that night had written out. “See right here, she wrote, Dave Mitchell, kiss, Becky Welch, marry, Pam Walters, and kill Brandi Warner. She also added that you picked her for Kelly’s sake.” I held the page close to Dave’s face and watched him read the lines.
“She wrote it all down? Who did? Why?” He sounded genuinely surprised to be reminded of that night. “I told you, none of us took that game seriously.”
“Sure, you say that now. It was sweet of you to pick your wife to marry, then you went the extra mile and picked kill Brandi Warner because she had a crush on your friend Russ and his wife Kelly was upset over it. What a noble knight you are, Dave.”
“I don’t want to play your game. You can’t make us be murderers just because you say we picked our own victims.”
“But I can.” I tucked the list back in the yearbook and placed it on the table near Dave. “Simon says, kill Brandi Warner or sacrifice yourself for the good of the game. If you don’t go through with this, I kill you, and eventually hunt down your daughter and daughter-in-law across the pond. Your choice.” I walked over to Brandi, gripped her by the ankles and dragged her around to the front of the bed.
Dave uncontrollably sobbed in fear which was not becoming on a hero.
“Save her life and forfeit your own and your family’s lives. Timer’s running, Dave. Simon says, take your turn.”
“I can’t do it. I can’t make that choice and end a life,” he insisted, slumping his shoulder and hanging his head. It was a depressing sight to see the broken man sitting in the chair.
“Guess I’ll have to do it all myself.” I crossed the room to Dave and slapped duct tape on his mouth. “Can’t have you alerting other guests too soon. They’ll have to wait and find your bodies in the morning.” I slapped his cheek and left him to watch the consequences of his decision.
While passed out, Brandi was dead weight, so as heartless as it was, I shook her awake and tossed her up on the bed. Her eyes widened with fear as I plunged the first thrust of the hunting knife into her chest. I ripped it out, then buried it back in again several times over. With each withdrawal and spear of the knife the offensive motion got easier to perform.
By the time I’d turned to Dave, he’d fainted from the shock. “Simon said, kill Brandi Warner or be killed.” 
Swiftly, I stepped behind Dave and slit the knife across the front of his neck. Blood spewed out, dripping down the hero’s body and onto the already stained carpet. Dave convulsed, as he violently bled out to a quick death.
To finish the scene, I untied the ropes and slipped them off the victims. So that it would appear to the authorities that Dave had committed both crimes, I pushed the knife into Dave’s hand, then dropped it on the floor at his feet. Before leaving, I placed a carefully crafted handwritten suicide note in the room and signed Dave’s name to it.
If my suspicions were correct, each and every other player of the reunion pact would know that their buddy Dave would never have taken a life. He was loyal to a fault. His heart loved only one woman. Pam would’ve forgiven an affair, but he didn’t have one. He just refused to be the bad guy and his decision to be true to himself kicked off an extremely deadly real life game of Kiss, Marry, Kill.




Chapter Two


August 2018 
“Happy birthday to me,” I sang to myself over the whirr of the car air conditioner. It was a humid, cloudy August day. It threatened to rain, but didn’t. The overcast sky in my opinion, mirrored the long wet spring and early summer we’d endured. There were a few tornadoes, but nothing major like the years before.
“Hi, Josie,” a neighbor waved as I pulled into the driveway of the two-story fourplex where I rented an apartment.
Keeping the engine running, I rolled down the window and responded, “Hi Anna, how are you enjoying the clouds?”
“I’d love a good sprinkle.” She walked out from under the covering of the porch, holding a mug with both hands. “If we could only get a few drops, the plants and I would be happy. Where’d you go so early?”
“To the bakery.” I pointed to the passenger seat of the car. Anna walked around to look inside the window. When she got around there, I rolled it down. “Today’s my birthday, so I’m celebrating. Want a cupcake?” I asked.
“Oh, doll, that’s sweet, but I doubt those are vegan.” She raised up.
“You’re right. Sorry,” I apologized as she walked back around the car.
“What are you going to wish for?” Anna asked.
“Is it selfish to wish for a big party with a crowd or people?” I replied. “Or at least one decent guy to buy me a birthday drink.”
“Those are good wishes. Have faith. One will come true.” She blew me a kiss, waved, and walked back to the front porch.
“I don’t want to have faith,” I mumbled under my breath. I wanted to celebrate my twenty-first birthday with a big group of friends. Truth was, I wasn’t that social. My friend circle consisted mainly of the residents of the fourplex. “Oh well. Life goes on,” I told myself and parked the car in the back parking area. “Charlie’s home.” I noticed my neighbor’s boring, grey, four-door sedan was in his usual spot.
Carrying the box of cupcakes, I got out of my car and climbed to the top of the rickety back stairs. Before opening my own apartment door, I knocked on Charlie’s. “Knock, knock,” I said. He didn’t answer right away, so I turned the lock and backed up into my own doorway.
“Here I am,” Charlie said, opening up his door. My neighbor was a divorced dad with two girls, and “temporarily, for two years,” living in the fourplex apartment while the divorce settled. He was semi-good looking for his age. He had a decent personality. His marriage problem was simply that he’d married the wrong woman.
“Today’s my birthday,” I announced, holding out the box of cupcakes. “Take three.”
“Happy Birthday, Josie. Why didn’t you say something?” He held his arms out for a hug, but kept his distance. “Do you want to come in and celebrate?” Charlie asked.
“Thanks, but I better not. Aren’t your girls coming over this weekend? Have you cleaned up?” I shook the box and Charlie picked out three cupcakes.
“It’s only slightly a mess,” he said, moving out of frame and placing all the cupcakes on his counter. “I could come over there. It would be platonic, just like when I checked on your running toilet a few weeks ago.”
“Thanks for that by the way.” I gave his offer a good long pause, then and because I was dying to tell someone, I said, “I’d like to go somewhere for a drink. It’s my twenty-first. I’m legal now.”
“Then that settles it.” He made a fist and pumped it in the air. “Change your clothes. I’m taking you out to dinner. You’ll get your legal drink.”
“You don’t have to.” I half-heartedly refused. “You probably have plans tonight.”
“I don’t and yes, I do,” he insisted. “Six o’clock. I’m knocking on this door. It’s a date, Josie. Don’t stand me up.”
“Thank you.” I shuffled my feet, thinking over his statement. I had a feeling he wasn’t serious, but I clarified. “We’re just going out as friends.”
“I know.” He held his hands up. “There’s a major age gap, but fifteen years ago I had a rough twenty-first myself, so I’m paying it forward. I’ll buy you any drink you want and maybe good karma will come back around.”
“Okay, Charlie. See you at six.” I left him and entered my apartment. The back door opened up into a galley kitchen. Beyond that was a small dining room and in front of that was the living area. The two bedrooms were off to the side at either end of a hallway, with the bathroom in the middle. If the layout was looked at on paper, it’d appear to be a galley apartment. Every room was sort of long and narrow.
While I got ready in the bathroom, I plugged my phone into the outlet near the sink and let it charge. I noticed I’d missed a text from my mom, which was typical. She messaged me at least once a day. She hated that I’d moved out the weekend of Mother’s Day last year, but I had to leave the nest at some point. As a Junior in college it was time to brave the adult world alone.
The text was nothing extraordinary just, “I got you a present for your birthday. Come by and pick it up.”
I texted back an answer, “I’m going out tonight. Can I stop by tomorrow?”
Mom was right on it. I imagine she was sitting on the sofa, phone in hand, checking the stats on her social media posts. “Of course it could wait, but your birthday is just today. Is this guy that important that he can’t bring you over to see your own mother on your birthday?”
“Mom, it’s Charlie from next door. It’s a bother to ask him to drive all the way out to Tuttle,” I texted back.
“How are you going to get a boyfriend if you keep spending time with men who aren’t available? You’re making it impossible for me to get grandkids,” she responded.
“Okay, I’ll ask, but can’t guarantee anything,” I said and added the emoji of one eyebrow raised and the other lowered. That was a cue between us. Mom usually knew I was done texting when that emoji was sent. She dropped the conversation and I finished getting ready for the evening.
Charlie arrived at a quarter after six. I couldn’t imagine how he was late since he only had one foot between our back doors, but I let it roll. “Finally,” I groaned, opening the door. He gave me a look that signaled he knew I was kidding. I grabbed my purse and followed him out. He waited on the top step as I locked the door.
“You look nice,” he said, leading the way down the stairs. “Do you have anywhere special you want to go?” he asked.
“Haven’t thought much about it. Do you have any ideas?” We’d gotten to the bottom, he acted like a gentleman and opened the passenger door of his grey sedan for me, then closed it after I’d gotten in.
“There’s a few nice places in Bricktown. That’s not very far,” he said, starting the car.
Since I had no opinion on the location, he drove where he wanted and we ended up at a taco place on the river walk. It was a Tuesday night and not particularly busy. “It’s not exactly a bar,” I said a little disappointed.
“They have mixed drinks.” He tried to sell the place. “We could go someplace else. I just didn’t want to be the first one to take you to a seedy bar for old guys to hit on you. If that’s what you really want—”
“No, this is fine.” We ordered chicken nachos and two fuzzy navel alcoholic peach drinks. “You could’ve gotten something else.”
“I don’t like beer. In fact I shouldn’t be drinking at all.” He pushed his chair out. “I’m going to buy a soda. I want you to feel safe tonight.”
There I was, sitting alone on my twenty-first birthday, with two drinks on the table in front of me. My worst nightmare. What was I thinking? I hated alcohol, blind dates, and nachos.
“Charlie, can we cut the night a little short,” I asked when he returned to the table.
“Sure. Can I ask why?”
“My mom has a present for me. I really should go out and see her tonight.” I went ahead and ate because I was hungry and supposed the chips would soak up the two alcoholic beverages I had to drink before we left.
“I’m a dope. I should’ve asked before insisting I take you out. Why didn’t you say you had plans with your family?”
“I didn’t have plans.” I back tracked. “She texted while I was getting ready. I don’t exactly want to go see my mom. It’s not how I envisioned this birthday.”
“I’m probably not helping either,” he said. “Most young women your age want to party with girlfriends, meet hot guys, dance on tables, shake your booty.”
I laughed as he continued on describing the vulgar things I’d never want to do. “Stop it, Charlie.” I slapped his hands. “I’m not that kind of girl. I never was popular like my little sisters. I don’t take selfies, or go to house parties. I’m pretty much at home all the time with my nose in a book.”
“I know,” he admitted. “I live next door. Remember?” He jumped up, scraping the metal feet of his chair on the terra-cotta tiled floor. “Come on, let’s go and make your mom happy.”
Before we left, Charlie did something sneaky. He hadn’t put a lot of soda in his cup, he drank it fast, and poured one of the alcoholic drinks into the to-go cup. “Can’t have this go to waste on your big night.”
His action was unexpected, but I went along with it. I’d always tried to obey the rules and even got butterflies in my stomach as we walked out past the sign that read, No Alcoholic Beverages Beyond This Point. It was the worst thing I’d done in all my life and it felt amazing.




Chapter Three


“Thanks for driving all this way,” I said to Charlie in the car. “You could’ve just gone home and let me get my car. I wouldn’t have minded.” 
“What? You’d have me miss the adventure of a lifetime?” We stopped at a red light about a mile from Mom’s house. “I mean Tuttle, Oklahoma. Who wouldn’t want to come here?”
“Don’t joke too loud. You know my stepdad, Shane, is a local firefighter.” I pointed to the next street. “Turn right, then a left and it’s about two more blocks down on the right.” I gave him the directions, which he followed pretty well. “Not sure if Shane’s even going to be here tonight,” I said as Charlie parked at the curb in font of the house.
He was there and standing in the middle of the doorway when we pulled up. “Get in this house, girl!” he hollered, his arms open wide for a hug.
“Mom doesn’t have her camera out. Does she?” I asked, looking beyond him into the house. “This is Charlie, he’s a neighbor.”
“I’m not trying to date Josie,” he said right away to Shane. “I know she’s too young for me.”
“Good man.” Shane patted him on the back. The two of them chatted as I walked into the house to find my mom, Tracey.
“What are all these?” I asked, passing the many wrapped gifts on the dining room table.
“They’re not all yours, dear,” Tracey said, rushing in. “Sierra’s birthday is coming up. Let me pick yours out.” She rummaged through the packages and separated out a gift box, a bag with tissue, and two envelopes. “The girls are going to hate that they missed you.”
“Where are Sierra and Skylar?” I asked. My stepsisters were still in high school. If they were out that late on a Tuesday, it had to be school related.
“They’re at cheer practice,” Shane said, joining us. “Don’t bother opening the small envelope. It’s from Sophia and it’s just a gift card.”
Sophia was the oldest of my three younger sisters and the one that was completely a step sister. She was Shane’s daughter. Sierra and Skylar were half sisters since they belonged to my mom and Shane together.
“Just tuck it in your purse, dear,” Tracey said. “This too.” She handed me the gift bag, taking the tissue out. “The girls had me get you Starbucks cards.”
“Of course, they did. Tell them thank you.” I examined the box that was too big for more gift cards, but too small to be the new laptop I needed. “Should I open it now?”
“You’d better, before Tracey tells you what’s inside,” Shane said, giving his wife a comical slug on the arm, before embracing her in a hug.
I ripped off the paper, then opened the box. “It’s a notebook.” I gave my mom a quizzical look, then flipped the book open.
“It’s a day planner. I use mine every day to keep track of videos and sales and all sorts of things. You should use one. It’ll help you organize your life and school work.” She rummaged in the box, pulling out the extra packages of special pages, sticker booklets, and quote covered bookmarks.
“Thanks, mom.” I gave her a hug. She looked ecstatic over the present. “It’s a good idea. Better than just making notes on my phone. I’ll use it. I really will,” I promised.
“Okay, show her the mysterious envelope,” Shane said.
“You’d better sit down, dear,” Tracey said, pulling out chairs for the both of us. “This might not be for your birthday. It’s got his name on it.”
“Whose name?” I asked. She turned over the manilla envelope. It was addressed to; Josephine Copeland. “Did you open it already?” Mom indicated a no answer and Shane agreed.
“I thought your last name was Baker,” Charlie said.
“It is. Copeland is the name of my birth father. Almost no one knows Shane adopted me when I was young,” I said to Charlie. “Who do you think sent it?” I asked, there was no return address on the front or the back.
“On second thought it might be junk mail. I’ll throw it out,” Tracey attempted to take the envelope away.
“It looks pretty official, but also suspicious,” Charlie said, stopping her. “Are you sure you want to open this? What if there’s bad news inside? I’m getting weird vibes here.”
“That’s a lot horse shit,” Shane said. “Rip it open,” he ordered, handing over his pocket knife. “I didn’t raise you to be timid. Did I?”
“You always said, if you don’t face a problem head on, it’ll bite you in the ass.” I trusted my stepdad, so I slipped the blade under the flap and slit the envelope open. “It’s just a bunch of papers.” I pulled out the contents. They were held together with a paper clip. The top page looked to be a cover letter, I scanned it down to the bottom to check the signature. “Do you know anyone named Simon?” I asked the room, then turned the letter around.
Mom looked it over. “This has Joe written all over it,” she groaned. “I knew it. It’s trouble. Burn the whole thing.” She threw her hands up in the air and walked off into the kitchen.
“Don’t start drinking, Tracey,” Shane called to her. “I’ll be back,” he said, then followed her into the other room.
“Who is Joe?” Charlie asked.
“My biological dad,” I answered, at the same time I was reading over the cover letter. “It says here, four years ago at his high school reunion—a game was played—and I’m supposed to take his place. Why?” To get more answers, I flipped up the first page and examined the rest of the pages. “None of this makes sense.”
Charlie motioned for me to hand over something for him to look at. I separated the pages and gave him half.
He looked through them and said, “There’s a list of names here. Some are crossed out. Who do you think they are? What do you think it means?”
“No telling, if it has anything to do with my bio dad.” I pushed my chair away from the table and got up. “Mom, please tell me more about him,” I said, walking into the kitchen. She’d poured a glass of wine and had sat down at the kitchen table. “Was he really that bad?”
“No. Joe wasn’t a criminal or anything,” Shane said, “Bringing up the past is hard for your mom. Why don’t you leave the envelope and I’ll take it to the police to see if they can find out who sent it?”
“I don’t know. I have a feeling that following whatever this is through to the end will help me get to know who Joe was a little better. Wouldn’t that be okay, Shane?” I asked the man who’d raised me. “You know you’ll always be the only man I consider dad, but he’s also a part of me.”
“What kind of stuff was Joe into?” Charlie asked, coming into the room with the packet. He flashed a photo of a
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